University of Massachusetts Amherst

ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst
Doctoral Dissertations

Dissertations and Theses

July 2016

Educational Implications: Homeless Children's Perception of
Resilience
Maria M. Costa
University of Massachusetts Amherst

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_2
Part of the Education Commons

Recommended Citation
Costa, Maria M., "Educational Implications: Homeless Children's Perception of Resilience" (2016).
Doctoral Dissertations. 619.
https://doi.org/10.7275/8392351.0 https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_2/619

This Open Access Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by the Dissertations and Theses at
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations by an authorized
administrator of ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact
scholarworks@library.umass.edu.

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS:
HOMELESS CHILDREN’S PERCEPTION OF RESILIENCE

A Dissertation Presented
by
MARIA M. COSTA

Submitted to the Graduate School of the
University of Massachusetts Amherst in partial fulfillment
of the requirements for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

May 2016

Education

© Copyright by Maria M. Costa 2016
All Rights Reserved

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS: HOMELESS CHILDREN'S PERCEPTION OF
RESILIENCE

A Dissertation Presented
by
MARIA M. COSTA

Approved as to style and content by:

______________________________________
Sally A. C. Galman, Chair

______________________________________
Darrell Earnest, Member

______________________________________
Elizabeth McEneaney, Member

______________________________________
Laura Lovett, Member

______________________________________
Robert S. Feldman, Interim Dean
College of Education

DEDICATION
To my wonderful family for their love and encouragement.

This dissertation is also dedicated to the memory of my parents,
who instilled in me the importance of hard work and an education.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

First and foremost, I would like to thank my advisor and chair, Dr. Sally Galman,
for always being accessible and her constant support. Her guidance, constructive
feedback and assistance during the writing process helped shape the path of this study. I
am also indebted to my committee members, Dr. Darrell Earnest, Dr. Elizabeth
McEneaney, and Dr. Laura Lovett. Dr. Earnest and Dr. McEneaney, thank you for the
lessons you taught me as my professors and for your assistance in navigating topics and
methodology. I would like to thank Dr. Lovett, from the department of History, for
welcoming me to participate in a writing support group, in her home, and for her insight
and encouragement.
I would also like to thank the participants of this study, who shared their stories
and experiences. This study would not have been possible without their participation. I
wish them a continued positive trajectory in life.
Last but not the least, I would like to thank my family and friends for their
support throughout writing this journey. Thank you to my husband for his support,
editing and technical assistance. To my sons, who have grown up watching me balance
the responsibilities of school, full-time employment and family life. I hope it inspires
them to work hard to achieve their goals.

v

ABSTRACT

EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS:
HOMELESS CHILDREN’S PERCEPTION OF RESILIENCE
MAY 2016
MARIA M.COSTA, B.A., LONG ISLAND UNIVERSITY, C.W. POST
M.S., ST. JOHN’S UNIVERSITY
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Associate Professor Sally Galman
There is a historic high number of homeless children in the United States, based on the
most recent U.S. Department of Education count of homeless children in public schools
and on the 2013 U.S. Census data. There was an 8% increase nationally in the number of
children experiencing homelessness from 2012-2013. In the United States 1 in 30
children are homeless. Research has focused primarily on risk and protective factors as
reasons why some children are able to cope with adversity, while others are not. Most
studies have relied heavily on the perspective of parents or educators working with
homeless children, rather than from the sole perspective of children. Information
gathered directly from homeless children will be more relevant to understanding the
relationship between self-awareness of personal resilience and functioning in a school
setting (e.g. achievement in school, peer relations and attendance). This exploratory
study will explore homeless children’s view of personal attributes that are necessary for
resiliency and ways in which service providers can best support resilience. The
participants for this study consisted of 9 homeless children: five elementary, three middle
school and one high school student. Data was obtained from Resiliency Scales for

vi

Children and Adolescents: A Profile of Personal Strengths and semi-structured
interviews. Three overarching thematic categories emerged from the data (1) Resourcesinternal, relationships and school; (2) Vulnerability-internal and external; and (2)
Resilience-motivation and rebuilding.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION, PROBLEM STATEMENT AND THEORETICAL
FRAMEWORK
Introduction
A record number of children and youth are homeless in the United States.
According to the U.S Department of Education for the 2013 school year, over two million
homeless children and youth were enrolled in public schools. In the United States 1 in 30
children are homeless. Homelessness is devastating and disrupts almost every aspect of
family life, damaging the physical and emotional health of family members, interfering
with children’s education and development, and frequently resulting in separation of family
members (Buckner, 2008). This stressful life circumstance can also have a tremendous
negative impact on a child’s experience in school (Sandstrom and Huerta, 2013). Given
these disturbing implications, why are some homeless children and youth able to
demonstrate academic and emotional resilience while others are not?
Resilience in children has been described by Fraser (1997) as a product of
personal characteristics, the availability of social support, and the interaction between
these factors. The prevailing literature has focused primarily on risk and protective
factors as explanations for why some children are able to cope with adversity, while
others are not. Research neglects to account for the child’s perspective and view of their
experiences and has instead relied heavily on the perspective of parents or educators
working with homeless children. This study addresses the gaps in the existing literature
by exploring homeless children’s view of personal attributes that are necessary for
resilience.
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Statement of the Problem
Homeless children, like all children, have different levels of resilience. Homeless
students are not a homogenous group; they exist in rural and suburban communities alike
(Family Homelessness, 2012). Each homeless student has their own set of unique
circumstances, abilities and ambitions. Schools are faced with the challenge of
determining and providing the most appropriate supports for all students. This is a
daunting task for school districts as the number of homeless children are at an all-time
high since the Great Depression. Public schools report a 71 percent increase in the
number of homeless students since the 2006-2007 school year (U.S. Department of
Education, Federal Data Collection 2011-2012). It is important to note that this number
is not an estimate of the prevalence of child and youth homelessness; it is in fact, an
underestimation, because not all school districts report data to the U.S. Department of
Education, and because the data collected represents only those children identified and
enrolled in school (National Center on Family Homelessness, 2007). When children and
youth are transient, or when they have no stable home base, attending school is difficult.
There are challenges for students and challenges for the school districts, schools, and
states working to serve them. Strategies must be aimed at connecting students with
available resources so that homeless students have equal access and opportunities for
academic success. The burden of this unstable life experience coupled with frequent
school changes can result in a lifelong impact on a child’s school experience (Buckner,
Bassuk & Weinreb, 2001).
Laws governing schools hold principals and teachers responsible to ensure that
homeless children’s individual strengths and needs are appropriately assessed while at the
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same time providing them with support to improve their success rate (Perlman &
Fantuzzo, 2010). Since the range of experiences and needs among homeless families
varies significantly, it is difficult to know the extent to which certain types of
interventions are warranted and the ways in which they can be best delivered to meet the
needs of these families and their children. Programs need to be implemented to advance
the teaching and learning for students who are at risk of failure and to help facilitate the
emotional and academic needs of homeless students.
Gaining a better understanding of personal resiliency as defined by homeless
children themselves can increase the effectiveness of services (Arastaman & Balci,
2013). Previous studies have relied on parents’ and teachers’ description of
characteristics and behaviors considered resilient rather than from the perspective of the
child. Underrepresented in current literature is the voice of homeless children and
exploration of personal resiliency and coping resources that enable homeless children to
develop and sustain positive behaviors and school performance in the face of challenging
conditions. This study seeks to expand the knowledge base regarding children’s
strengths, particularly the perceived strengths of homeless children and youth. The
richness of homeless children’s descriptions of their personal experience of homelessness
reflects the importance of eliciting information from them as the contributor. This study
will investigate the relationship between homeless children’s self-awareness of personal
resilience and functioning in a school setting (e.g. achievement in school, peer relations
and attendance).
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Significance of the Study
Limited investigations, to date, have focused on educational implications of
homelessness and resilience from the voices of homeless children. Research conducted
by Herth (1998) and Carmon, DeForge, Minick, & Zehnder (2001) respectively
investigated the meaning of hope and the experience of homelessness from school-age
child’s unique perspectives. This study provides first-hand information from children
who are homeless, as well an in-depth description of their experiences. This research
stands alone in its emphasis in the lives and experience of homeless students which is
currently a mostly missing component in research.
Schools struggle to meet the educational and social emotional needs of homeless
children. In part, due to the fact that homeless students are highly mobile, leaving
schools with minimal time to collect data to identify areas of strengths and address areas
in need of additional support. However, it has been contended that it is possible to obtain
meaningful data from such a highly mobile diverse group (No Child Left Behind Act,
Title 1 Part A, 2001). Information gathered directly from homeless children fills a void
in the existing literature and will provide relevant information regarding their unique
strengths and capabilities and will draw attention to the potential benefits as opposed to
the risks.
The purpose of this study is to describe personal attributes that are necessary for
resilience from the unique perspective of homeless children and youth. This research will
provide valuable information to expedite the process of accurately identifying individual
strengths of homeless children as well as areas requiring further scaffolding. Data
generated from The Resiliency Scales for Children and Adolescent-A Profile of Personal
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Strengths will provide useful information that can easily be transferred, if need be, to the
next school of enrollment where school counselors can generate and prioritize supports to
promote positive development as well as benchmark and monitor responses to
interventions. The proposed rating scales can be administered as part of a school-wide
screening to determine which child needs additional interventions. Conversely, findings
will allow educators to look for the strengths that exist within homeless children and their
environments in order to build upon them. Improved resiliency skills can lead to
improved academic and social emotional outcomes. Resilience can positively affect
school and life outcomes for children (Masten, Coatsworth, Neemann, Gest, Tellegen,
Garmazy, 1995).
Vignette Marlena
Marlena is 9 years old. Her brother, Todd, is 2 and her sister Dana is 6. Last
year, their father lost his job and fell behind on the mortgage leading to a foreclosure in
January. The family moved in with Marlena’s uncle and his family, 10 miles from
Marlena’s and Dana’s school. The parents were driving them to this school instead of
enrolling them near the uncle’s home. However, their car broke down and they could not
afford to get it fixed. The girls were out of school for one week. The parents thought
they would be able to get a friend to fix the car or arrange a ride with someone else, but
that did not happen.
As a result, the parents enrolled Marlena and Dana in the school closest to where
they were staying. The girls were sad to leave their friends and teachers in their former
school. Getting used to the new school was hard. Marlena, who struggled with reading,
was having a particularly difficult time catching up with her class academically and
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adjusting to a different routine. Her teachers believed that the difficulties were the result
of an adjustment to a new setting.
Marlena and her family stayed with her uncle for 4 weeks, and one day the uncle
told them they would have to leave. He said his house just wasn’t big enough for all of
them to live comfortably, and this arrangement was putting a strain on his own family.
He said they would have to be out of his house by the end of the week.
Marlena’s family moved to an emergency homeless shelter in the town where
they had lived before losing their house, which consisted of a single room for the entire
family with a communal dining room, kitchen and bathroom. Moreover, since space was
limited, they could not bring many of their belongings. Marlena’s parents had no way to
get the girls to the school near their uncle’s house, so the girls transferred to the school
closest to the shelter.
A bus took Marlena and Dana, along with several other children at the shelter, to
school and back. Since the bus arrived at the school at the same time every day, the other
children at the school knew that these were the “sheltered kids” and sometimes teased
them. Marlena was falling further behind in math and reading and needed some extra
help. However, the school district did not provide transportation home from the afterschool tutoring program, so Marlena was not able to participate.
The shelter had a 30-day limit; at the end of the month, Marlena’s family had to
move again. Her father had not been able to find a job, so renting an apartment or house
was not feasible. A friend with a one-room apartment over his garage with a kitchenette
and bathroom allowed them to stay there until they found something permanent, provided
they could help with utilities. Marlena’s mother had a part-time job at the local grocery

6

store and could pay a little towards utilities, but the parents worried how long their
friend’s offer would stand since they could not help very much. Once again, the family
was living in one room, but at least they had some privacy.
This new arrangement was across the school district line from the school near the
shelter where Marlena and Dana were enrolled, so they transferred schools once again,
now the fourth school they attended this school year.
The experience of homelessness and frustration with not being able to provide for
the family took a toll on the parents. They argued frequently and seemed too consumed
by their own problems to notice those of their children. Marlena was spending a lot of
time taking care of Dana and Todd. She rarely completed homework.
Marlena’s teacher noticed Marlena came to school stressed and tired and
occasionally acted aggressively toward other children. She was failing most subjects, and
her attendance was poor. She complained of stomachaches a lot, so her mother would let
her stay home from school. It was almost the end

of the school year, and the

likelihood of Marlena passing the end-of-grade test was very slim.

1

Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework framing this study is, as Maxwell (2005) writes, “the
system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, and theories that support and
inform research”. Furthermore, Merriam (2009) proposed, that the theoretical framework

1

Note From “Supporting and educating traumatized students: A guide for school based professional” by

Rossen and Hull, 2013, pg.73-75. Marlena’s scenario is a composite based on several students assisted by
the National Center for Homeless Education Hotline.
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is the researcher’s lens with which to view the world. This study used the two
perspectives: 1.) Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to understand the
connection between individuals and significant others such as parents and teachers in
various contexts or systems and 2.) The concept of resilience which offers a framework
for understanding the various ways in which some children do well when faced with
adversity (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000). This lens shaped the research questions
and data analysis for the dissertation study.
Ecological Systems Theory
The ecological systems theory describes the way in which the systems of the
environment and the interrelationships among the systems have the potential to shape the
individual and escalate or lessen the probability of resilience. As a child gets older the
ecology changes and certain systems (e.g. family, peers) become more or less significant
to the individual’s development (Gabbard & Krebs, 2012).
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 2005) ecological model provides the theoretical lens for
exploring the influence of positive and adverse effects on children’s development through
the process of reciprocal interactions between the child and the environment. According
to Bronfenbrenner, change in one system unvaryingly creates change in others through a
process of mutual accommodation. Children affect and influence their environment.
This perspective theorizes that children are entrenched within multiple, mutually
influencing systems with which they interact to affect their development. The ecological
perspective also offers awareness that can increase our understanding of siblings in
families (Swick & Williams, 2006). Bronfenbrenner proposed that siblings who find
themselves in the same ecological systems may have very different experiences based on
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each child’s particular personality traits and temperament which is influenced by
individual genetic and biological factors. The more support there is in a child's
ecological system the better the expected outcome will be. Keeping in mind that
individual many attributes that relate to the development of resilience (e.g. intelligence,
social skills, coping skills, an optimistic temperament, and a sense of agency). The
ecological systems model allows one to comprehend things through a greater context that
includes systems outside of the direct contact of the family.
For Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005) the ecology of human development was nested
in an arrangement of five systems of interaction which he referred to as: (1) microsystem,
(2) mesosystem, (3) exosystem, (4) macrosystem, and (5) chronosystem. According to
Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2005), the interaction of these systems together shape adaptation.
The first system, the microsystem, is the smallest and the immediate environment
in which the child lives and has experiences (e.g. home, classroom, and playground).
Children’s microsystems include any immediate setting where face to face interactions
can occur, such as immediate family, playground, school or neighborhood. These
proximal processes function either to facilitate or obstruct development (Eanom-Keegan,
2001). How these groups interact will impact how the child grows; the more positive and
nurturing the relationships and experiences, the better the outcome for the developing
child (Swick & Williams, 2006). In addition, these scholars assert that homeless families
who maintain bonding rituals established early in family life help homeless children deal
with the stress of being homeless.
The second system, the mesosystem, is described as a set of interrelations
between two or more settings in the microsystem working together for the child.
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According to Bronfenbrenner, the stronger and more varied the positive influence the
mesosystem has upon the developing child the greater the outcome. Bronfenbrenner
(1979, 2005), asserts that “family is the principal context in which human development
takes place, it is but one of several settings in which developmental process can and do
occur.” Mertensmeyer & Fine (2000), provide an example that ample opportunities exist
in school, due to the number of hours present in the environment, where relationships can
be nurtured that shape early learning, health and behavior.
The third system, exosystem, includes one or more setting that the child does not
have direct contact or interaction with, but the outcomes impact the developing child (e.g.
parent’s workplace, sibling’s school, and neighborhood). An example would be if a
parent is unable to pay their rent or mortgage as a result of losing their job, the impact
will have a negative effect on the child and school performance (Rege, Telle, & Votruba,
2007).
The fourth system, the macrosystem, is the largest and furthest removed from the
developing child but has the greatest influence over the developing child. The
macrosystem has been referred to as a cultural “blueprint” (Eanom-Keegan, 2001). The
macrosystem describes the culture in which individuals live. Cultural contexts include
values, the economy, and legal norms. These things can also affect a child either
positively or negatively and compasses the wider social policy and cultural setting. It
influences all other levels of the environment (Bronfenbrenner, 2005).
The final nested system, chronosystem, involves patterning of environmental
events and actions that occur over the course of time. The last level of Bronfenbrenner’s
model is the chronosystem, in which he believed that time and generation influences the
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development of an individual. For example, as a result of the 2006 recession, many
families lost their homes. Bronfenbrenner reasoned that resilience arises from interaction
across these environmental systems. Well-being is described as being influenced by
social context and the function and quality of relationships within family, neighbor’s, and
institutions.

A period of time (e.g. foster
care, shelter)

chronosystem

Values, economy, legal norms
(e.g. housing subsidies)

macrosystem

Culture-(e.g. social services,
parent’s workplace, sibling’s
school)

exosystem

Interaction between two or
more settings (e.g. family,
shelter, school, community)

mesosystem

Child’s Immediate Environment
(e.g. family, neighborhood, peer
group or schools)

microsystem

Figure 1: Bronfenbrenner’s Bio-ecological Systems Model (The child is at the center of
the model)

11

Resilience
Resilience is considered the ability to manage challenges. It includes finding
ways to solve problems, sustaining trusting relationships and knowing how to seek help
when necessary (Center for Social Policy, 2011). Resilience is described as a “dynamic
process wherein individuals display positive adaptation despite experiences of significant
adversity or trauma. This phrase does not exemplify a personality trait or an attribute of
the individual (Luthar & Ciccetti., 2000; Masten, 2001; Rutter, 1999, 2000). Instead, it is
a two-dimensional construct that suggests exposure to adversity and the manifestation of
positive adjustment outcomes.
Despite more than four decades of research on resilience, scholars have been
unable to agree upon a comprehensive single definition on resilience. (Dugan, & Coles,
1989; Glantz, & Johnson, 1999; Joseph, 1994; Taylor, & Wang, 2000; Thomsen, 2002;
Unger, 2005). In fact, researchers define the paradigm of resilience in a variety of ways
(Carle & Chassin, 2004). In spite of variations in terminology, Masten (1994)
emphasized that resilience must be understood as a process and all definitions comprise
two common elements: 1). Exposure to a great risk; and 2) corresponding factors that
help promote positive outcomes or reduce negative outcomes (Masten & Coatsworth,
1998). Masten proposes that resilient individuals are characterized as being able to
overcome adversity and “bounce back” by using personal strengths after traumatic
experiences. Furthermore, Masten noted that children may be more or less resilient at
different points in their lives depending on the interaction and accumulation of individual
and environmental factors. Therefore resilience should be viewed as a positive
adaptation over time, not at a single point. Masten asserted that resilience must be

12

viewed as a relationship between certain characteristics of the child and the broader
environment, a balance between hardship and the ability to manage adversity. For
homeless children this can mean finding ways to resolve problems, when to seek help and
the capability to build and sustain positive connections. Resilience literature theorizes
that despite exposure to adversities such as homelessness children can be successful in
life and in school.
Protective Factors
Protective factors and risk occur in every individual, they exert different effects at
different stages of development. In order to understand resilient outcomes among
children and families experiencing adversity, one must identify protective factors and
protective processes that influence successful outcomes. Protective factors refer to
desirable outcomes for individual exposed to cumulative risks. Researchers (Bassuk,
1997; Gutman & Sameroff, 2003; Herman et al, 2011), define protective processes as
operating in the family, peer group, school, and community which serve to decrease the
likelihood of negative outcomes. Numerous researchers (Atkinson, Martin, & Rankin,
2009; Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2009) have identified several individual protective factors
that buffer homeless children from the adverse effects of homelessness and allows them
to believe that they can control and change their destiny (e.g. locus of control, emotional
regulation, strong belief system, self-efficacy, temperament, coping skills, and mental
and physical health). Additionally, good interpersonal skills and family support are
considered an important protective factor that allow one to recognize and resist pressure
to engage in risky behaviors.
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Family protective factors such as secure attachments are based on the social
support and care nurturing adults provide the developing child (Werner, 2004; Santa,
2006; Bassuk, 2010, Henderson, 2013). Furthermore, Werner (2004) identified
authoritative parents as a protective factor for homeless children. Authoritative parents
provide a warm supportive environment with clear expectations that support the
developing child. A supportive adult, neighborhood networks, and mentors within the
community were also considered important in promoting and sustaining resilience. One
good relationship can do much to offset the effects of bad relationships.
A number of other studies indicate that social support or connection to
neighborhoods or schools all lead to positive mental health outcomes in children and
adolescents (Bellerby, 2002; Buckner, 2008; Johnson, 2008; Perlman & Fantuzzo, 2010).
This supports Bronfenbrenner’s framework that individuals' characteristics are not sole
predictors of resilient outcomes. A person’s environment plays an important role in their
development which includes family and peer relationships (Microsystems), the
availability of supports and resources in the major settings and institutions of the
mesosystem and exosystem levels and the dynamics operating at the larger macrosystem
level.
Spirituality is an important part of the community exosystem, Benzies &
Mychasiuk, (2009) found that rituals and religious practices followed by homeless
children and their families provided a sense of belonging, which promoted integration
into the community. The children benefited from the structure and routine offered by the
rituals. Access to healthcare, shelter, good nutrition, mental health services, are all
important exosystem forces involved in promoting well-being of homeless children.
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Supportive mentors also provide homeless children with a sense of belonging and
importance know that at the can rely on another person for emotional support. The more
protective factors that are operating in the family, peer group, school and community the
more likely the child will display resilience and decrease the likelihood of negative
outcomes.
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Intelligence
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After-School Programs

Peer/Adult Connections

Employment/High School
Diploma

Safe Neighborhood

Good Emotional SelfRegulation

Healthly Mental Status

Economic Opportunities
for Families

School Stability

Figure 2: Protective Factors Associated with Homelessness
Risk Factors
Risk factors are circumstances that increase the probability of a negative future
outcome for a child (Benzies & Mychasiuk, 2008). Masten (2001) defined risk as the
increased likelihood of problems in development and as a characteristic of an individual
or group that is consistently linked with children failing to achieve typical development
(i.e. failing to meet academic standards, or failing to form friendships). A risk factor
increases the likelihood of a future negative outcome. Hardships encountered by children
may include poverty, violence, family dissonance (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). Examples
of risk factors include insecure attachments, parental substance abuse, school failure, lack
of support services, neighborhood violence.
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Masten’s (2008) research findings suggested that risk factors seldom occur in
isolation “and tend to build up, often referred to as cumulative risk.” She asserts that
cumulative risk factors are considered a better predictor of a child’s developmental
outcome as opposed to individual risk factors considered in isolation. The more risk
factors experienced by children the greater the risk of problems (Obradovic, Cuttuli,
Chan, Hinz, Heistad & Masten, 2009).
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Lack of After-School
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Figure 3: Risk Factors Associated with Homelessness
Resilient Classrooms/Schools
Resilience in schools has been characterized by Rouse (2001) as academic
success and emotional well-being where socio-economic and structural family factors
would predict failure. Achievement in school, emotional and social competence are often
viewed as an indicator of resilience in students. With respect to the school setting,
Masten et al. (1995) suggests that resilience refers to (1) children from high-risk groups
who have had healthier outcomes than anticipated; (2) good adaptations despite
hardships. Benard (1998) proposed that resilient children typically have four common
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attributes: 1). Social Competence: Ability to establish positive relationships with adults
and peers, 2). Problem-solving skills: Being in control of seeking help from others when
needed, 3) Autonomy: A strong sense of identity and ability to act independently and 4).
A sense of one’s purpose and future: Striving to reach ones goals and a sense of
hopefulness for a brighter future. Furthermore, Anthony, Alter & Jenson (2009) noted
that children with resilient qualities such as high intelligence and positive temperament
are more likely to overcome adversity.
Research on resilience in schools identifies levels of success, despite barriers to
learning for students considered “at-risk”. Schools are under pressure to help all students
achieve at high levels. Under the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, school districts
must meet the rising standards and educate all school age children, which included a
large number of high-risk children, including homeless students. In order to decrease the
academic gaps, the classroom and the child need to change in order to have the greatest
impact (Doll, Zucker, & Brehm, 2004, p.2). A caring and supportive school environment
has most frequently been cited as a protective factor common in resilience research in
schools (Werner & Smith, 1982; Benard 1991; Masten, 1994; Doll, Zucker & Brehm,
2004). Furthermore, Doll, Jones, Osborn, Dooley & Turner (2011) contend that children
and youth who are successful despite adversity evidence qualities such as high-quality
peer friendships, expect to be successful, are involved in their schools and communities,
and believe they are in control of their life.
Fostering resilience in schools improves children’s academic and personal
outcomes. Resilient students perceive their classrooms as more positive than students
who are considered less resilient. Schools can adapt strategies to help promote resilience
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with children. Waxman, Rivera and Powers (2013) found that resilient children were
more satisfied with their class work and enjoyed their classroom environment more than
students who were not viewed as resilient.
Research evidence provided by Doll et al (2004) outlines classroom
characteristics that are critical to students’ academic engagement. Highlighted are five
classroom practices they suggest foster resilient classrooms: (1) Resilient classroomsstudents who demonstrate academic efficiency believe that they are capable of learning
and tackle challenging tasks. Children who display these characteristics persist and ask
for help to succeed, and recognize and take credit for their own success. Students with
higher academic efficiency earn higher grades and progress more successfully in school.
Classrooms which foster resilience are characterized by behavioral self-control which
allows for more time for teacher instruction. Effective teacher-student relationship are
characterized by high teacher expectations. Having effective peer relationships allows
students to feel at ease and enjoy classroom activities. Finally, children whose parents
and teachers have effective home-school relationship tend to earn higher grades. (2)
Relationship characteristics- genuine teacher–student relationships support students’
attachment to their school and promotes a child’s sense of security and competence.
Supportive teachers talk to them, listen and help them and are encouraging. (3) SelfAgency- students who feel competent take academic challenges. Peers hold a strong
power over strengthening or diminishing classmates’ academic efficacy. Small evidence
of gains can have a huge impact to student efforts. (4). Assessing Classroom Resilienceways to assess classroom strengths and weaknesses; different routines and practices to
improve classrooms. (5) Students as partners in decision making- students and teacher
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together identify characteristics in their classroom that need to be enhance and method
for changes.
Resilience Strengths-Based Approach
The strengths based approach to supporting children in schools recognizes the
resilience of individuals and focuses on the potentials, strengths, interests, abilities,
knowledge and capacities of individuals, rather than their limits. The focus is on
promoting development and well-being by identifying characteristics and resources both
within and surrounding the student (Jennings, 2003). Masten and Coatsworth (2006),
emphasizes the importance of focusing on positive resources, health, and competence
when designing and developing programs for children who have experienced adversity.
Masten and Coatsworth (2006) theorized that those who embrace a strengths-based
perspective belief that children have the capacity and resources, and ability to recover
from adversity. The strengths-based approach allows children to see opportunities,
optimism and solutions rather than just difficulties and impossibility. This model avoids
classification and assumes control in children to help themselves as partners with
teachers. According to Masten and Coatsworth (2006), resilience is enhanced in the
family, school, and community through caring, supportive relationships, high
expectations which allow children to build a sense of identity. They believe a strengths
based approach allows homeless children the opportunity to achieve their goals.
Resilience allows people to emerge from negative life experiences strengthened
and to become even stronger. This model has shown that promoting competence in
people has the potential to preclude future problems and do well in school which is a
protective factor for success later in life. A strengths-based approach allows homeless
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children to realize that they do have the proficiencies and abilities to overcome
challenges. Children’s acknowledgment of their own resilience allows them to
experience an increase in their self-worth (Smith, 2006). Lastly, outcomes of a strengthsbased approach are positive outcomes in academics and life.
Resilience theory highlights what differentiates homeless children who succeed
from those who continue to struggle. According to Herbers and Cutuli (2012) numerous
homeless children and youth evidence resilience by displaying competence in significant
developmental outcomes, whereas others do not fare as well.
Research Questions
Research questions inform, guide and provide structure to the process of
qualitative inquiry. This study focused on the following research questions:


How do homeless children perceive their strengths and vulnerabilities?



What are the educational implications of their perception of resilience?
Choosing a Research Topic

My interest in homeless families began with a family I worked closely with in the
school where I am employed. The child entered the district as a housed student and years
later became homeless.
John resided in the home of his biological mother’s partner with his mother and
younger brother. Both biological parents had an extensive history of domestic abuse,
which was the pivotal cause of their divorce. Abuse was also prevalent among many
generations in his family, which also included weak family and community support
systems. John himself had witnessed several violent episodes between his parents and
bore the sign of physical abuse, a scar on his face when he intervened on his mother’s
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behalf and was struck by an item thrown by his father. The pain from psychological
abuse was manifested in aggressive behavior in school and at home. His behavior
resulted in crisis intervention and stabilization where he attended a day hospital program
and received a full range of psychiatric services within a highly-structured setting. Upon
his return to school, he was placed in a structured behavioral program that was designed
for children with behavioral issues who require a more restrictive placement. The focus
of the program is to assist in the development of age appropriate skills required for
success in the general education classroom (e.g. emotional regulation, social empathy,
effective communication and cooperativeness). His aggression took a toll on his
mother’s relationship and with no support system he, his mom and sister became
homeless.
John remained in the school district and over the span of two years moved from
one homeless hotel to another. During this time period, his mother married a new partner
whom she subsequently divorced a few months later. His behavior waxed and waned at
home, but remained stable in school despite the turmoil occurring once he left the safety
of his school environment. School provided stability in his life- a component that was
vastly absent from his life. By this point in time, his younger sibling had entered school
and was following the same behavioral trajectory John had experienced. His mother
eventually married an ex- boyfriend and moved out of state with her children. John’s
final day at school was both a celebration of all the positive achievements he had
accomplished, as well as a great sadness that he would be losing a stable and strong
support system in which he was provided a positive environment to thrive. At John’s
request, he and his family returned to school the following year for a visit. Although the
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year had its ups and downs, overall he was proud to say he was still focused and positive
about his future. To this day John’s story remains etched in my memory.
In my first class at the University of Massachusetts one of the class requirements
was to write and present a paper on family relations. I chose the opportunity to further
explore the topic of homelessness. After my presentation, I was inundated with questions
from fellow students as I later realized homelessness was a high interest topic,
surprisingly, a seldom discussed in graduate school in the field of education. I continued
to delve deeper into the topic in my qualitative and mixed methods research courses
where I explored school administrators understanding of homeless children and their
educational rights under the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. As time
progressed I had a firm idea of a broad topic and continued to refine my area until I
finally choose a topic that I personally and professionally find immensely interesting.
The topic of homeless children's perception of resilience and subsequent educational
implications.
Conclusion
Chapter one introduced issues affecting school-age homeless children. This
chapter also presented my theoretical framework, or lens, through which to study the
important topic of educational implications of homeless children’s perception of
resilience. A comprehensive review of the relevant literature on the effects of
homelessness on children’s education and well-being may be found in Chapter 2.
Discussion of study methodology follows in Chapter 3. Chapters 4 presents study
findings as per the research questions. This is followed by discussion and
implications/conclusions in Chapters 5 and 6.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
Many people think that homelessness is an issue that only effects single men and
women. The reality is that thousands of families a year will experience homelessness. In
fact, 41% of the homeless population is comprised of families. (The National Center on
Family Homelessness). Homelessness affects people of all geographic areas, ages,
occupations, and ethnicities. The literature suggests that children who are homeless
differ enormously in their current and past experiences. Additionally, a deep-rooted body
of research finds that children living in poverty have a higher risk of developing a variety
of social, emotional, and behavioral problems (Armstrong, 2009; Eamon, 2001).
Although poverty and domestic violence are principal causes of family homelessness
each child’s life circumstances vary greatly; subsequently children’s capabilities and
outcomes may also vary significantly (National Center for Family Homelessness, 2011).
The literature documents that some children fare better if they have important protective
factors in their lives, such as locus of control, emotional regulation, self-efficacy and a
strong support system. (Rafferty, 1997; Bassuk et al, 1997; Buckner, 2008 and
Obradovic, 2009). Schools provide a secure and stable environment that encourages
academic and emotional growth and a sense of community that strengthen resilience.
The role of education in the life of a homeless child is crucial. Schools can have an
enormous influence in supporting and strengthening protective factors in children based
by building strengths rather than focusing exclusively on risks and deficits. However,
children's views on their own well-being and subsequent educational implications is
largely missing from current research.
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It is my hope that this study will contribute to the literature on resilience in
homeless children in several ways by (a) highlighting the significance of the voice of
children, (b) taking into account their own perception of resilience, and (c) the
subsequent impact on their education and emotional well-being.

Homelessness-School Age Children
The federal definition of homelessness used by all public schools in the United
States includes children and youth who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime
residence. According to the National Association for the Education of Homeless
Children and Youth, the definition specifically includes children and youth living in
shelters, transitional housing, cars, campgrounds, motels, and sharing the housing of
others temporarily due to loss of housing, economic hardship, or similar reasons. The
McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (42 USC §§11431-11state435, 2001) defines
homeless children and youth as follows:
“A. individuals who lack a fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence…;
and
B. includes —
1. children and youths who are sharing the housing of other persons due to loss
of housing, economic hardship, or similar reason; are living in motels, hotels,
trailer parks, or camping grounds due to the lack of alternative
accommodations; are living in emergency or transitional shelters; are
abandoned in hospitals; or are awaiting foster care placement. The state
educational agency has defined awaiting foster care as children who are in
state care/custody and whose placements are temporary transitional or
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emergency. The definition includes children/youth that the Department of
Children and Families (DCF) has placed in temporary foster placements. The
intended stay in the placement is short-term, while DCF determines the next
steps for the child/youth,
2. children and youths who have a primary nighttime residence that is a public or
private place not designed for or ordinarily used as a regular sleeping
accommodation for human beings,
3. children and youths who are living in cars, parks, public spaces, abandoned
buildings, substandard housing, bus or train stations, or similar settings, and
4. migratory children living in conditions described in the previous examples.”
The Stewart B. McKinney Homelessness Assistance Act was passed by Congress
in 1987 to ensure that homeless children had the same access to public education as all
other children. After subsequent amendments; it was then reauthorized in 2002 by No
Child Left Behind and renamed the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act (often
referred to as the McKinney-Vento Act). This federal law places a safety net around
homeless children in our schools. School districts are mandated to offer that safety net to
homeless children.
Policies and Legislation
Beginning in the 1980’s homelessness among families increased dramatically
prompting researchers and policy makers to become more aware of the problems that
arise from moving so frequently from school to school (Cunningham, Harwood, & Hall,
2010). Problems encountered by homeless and highly mobile children were enrollment
barriers in new schools. For example, due to their living situation families often did not
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possess proper documentation or immunizations required by local school districts.
Huntington (2008) reported that many homeless and highly mobile students changed
schools midyear, enrolling in a new school closer to where they were currently staying,
usually a shelter, a motel, or the home of family or friends; resulting in a significant
disruption in child’s education.
The Reagan Administration, however, did not view homelessness as a problem
that required federal intervention (The National Coalition for the Homeless, 2006). As a
result, minimal assistance was offered by the federal government and many families were
left without support. Advocates of the homeless pressured Congress to take action. Two
Congressmen, Stewart McKinney and Bruce Vento were active in the efforts and
subsequently the 1987 version of the Act was named after them. The current McKinneyVento Act has been amended four times: in 1988, 1990, 1992 and 1994. According to
The National Law Center on Homelessness & Poverty, these amendments have, for the
most part, expanded the scope and strengthened the provisions of the original legislation.


The 1990 amendments specified in greater detail the responsibilities of states
and local educational agencies in guaranteeing the right of entry of homeless
children and youth to public education. The amendments also increased the
Education of Homeless Children and Youth program's authorization and
required states to make grants to local educational agencies for the purpose of
implementing the law.



The 1992 amendments expanded the Education of Homeless Children and
Youth program provided local educational authorities with greater flexibility
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in the use of funds. Enrollment barriers were eliminated and states were
obligated to provide support for academic success for homeless children.


The 1994 amendment identified the rights of homeless preschoolers to a free
and appropriate public preschool education; gave parents of homeless children
and youth a voice regarding their children's school placement; and required
educational authorities to coordinate with housing authorities.

The policy was last amended in 2001, when Congress reauthorized the
McKinney Education of Homeless Children and Youth Program as the McKinney-Vento
Homeless Education Assistance Improvements Act in the No Child Left Behind Act
(National Coalition for the Homeless, 2010) signed by President George W. Bush in
January 2002. Politicians and school administrators recognized that children who do not
have access to an adequate education would not do well on the standardized tests
mandated by No Child Left Behind (NCLB). Children who have unstable housing often
move from district to district and miss more days of school than their peers with stable
housing. As a result the Act was reauthorized to allow children the right to remain in
their school of origin, even if they no longer resided in the district. It also included
provisions for transportation, school supplies, supportive services, and “enrollment on
demand” without proper residency and immunization documents (Institute for Children
and Poverty, 2003).
Under this law, states must ensure that every homeless child has equal access to
the same free, appropriate public education, including preschool education, as provided to
other children and youth (42 U.S.C. Sec. 11431). To diminish the potential effects of
residential instability on children and youth, the Act outlined that each state was
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mandated to (1) Identify homeless children; (2) Remove barriers to enrollment in school,
and (3) Provide supports to improve academic success. The identification of homeless
children continues to be difficult for many reasons. Carpenter, Ramirez, and Severn
(2006) noted that many parents who are experiencing homelessness may not be aware of
the laws to protect the educational rights of their children. As a result they may not
report their situation to the school. Other parents may not want to identify their family as
homeless because of the stigma attached to homelessness in addition to the fear of child
welfare involvement if the family is staying in places that may not be deemed as
appropriate. “Unaccompanied youth may not report their homeless status for fear of
being returned home to unsafe or abusive living situations” (Carpenter et al, 2006). Their
study suggested that it was difficult to identify homeless children in some rural and
suburban areas where there are few shelters or local services that can help the schools in
identifying homeless children.
Educational Rights of Homeless Children and Youth under the McKinney-Vento
Act
Subtitle VII-B of the Federal McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act is a
federal law designed to remove barriers to education created by homelessness, and
thereby increase the enrollment, attendance, and success of children and youth
experiencing homelessness. Key provisions of the Act are as follows:


Students who are homeless can remain in one school, even if their temporary
living situation is located in another school district or attendance area, if that
is in their best interest. Schools must provide transportation.



Children and youth who are homeless can enroll in school and begin attending
immediately, even if they cannot produce normally required documents, such
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as birth certificates, proof of guardianship, immunization records, or proof of
residency. Every school district must designate a homeless liaison to ensure
the McKinney-Vento Act is implemented in the district. Homeless liaisons
have many critical responsibilities, including identification, enrollment, and
collaboration with community agencies.


Every state must designate a state coordinator to ensure the McKinney-Vento
Act is implemented in the state.



Both state coordinators and homeless liaisons must collaborate with other
agencies serving homeless children, youth, and families to enhance
educational attendance and success.
Causes of Homelessness

The three main causes of family homelessness were cited as poverty, lack of
affordable housing and domestic violence (National Center for Family Homelessness,
2011). Homelessness and poverty are inextricably linked. Bassuk, Buckner, Weinreb,
Browne, Dawson, Perloff, (1997) report that 80 percent of homeless families with
children are female-headed, 54 percent of children living in poverty live with a single
parents and that the vast majority of homeless mothers rely on public assistance.
According to the National Coalition for the Homeless (2009) poor people are often
unable to pay for housing, food, childcare, health care, and education. As a result
difficult choices have to be made when limited finances cover only some of these
necessities. Housing is often abandoned first as it absorbs a high proportion of income.
As a result families are ‘doubling up’ with one another for housing. Extreme poverty is
growing more common for children, especially those in female-headed and working
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families. The Economic Policy Institute (2014) reports that declining wages and changes
in welfare programs account for increasing poverty among families. As a result of loss of
benefits, low wages, and unstable employment, many families have become homeless.
Poverty and the lack of affordable housing are the principal causes of family
homelessness. Declining wages and changes in welfare programs account for increasing
poverty among families. The National Center for Children in Poverty (2009) reports a
decline in affordable housing between 1993 through 2003; resulting in a 13 percent loss
of lower-quality rental apartments in the private market. By 2005 they estimated that
roughly 40 percent of these households reported a cost burden of more than 30 percent of
their income absorbed by housing costs. According to The National Coalition for the
Homeless (2009) shortage of housing options for poor families is a problem that exists no
matter the economic conditions. As a result of tough economic times, foreclosures of
rental properties have forced many families to live in temporary placements such as tents,
cars, motels and shelters until other permanent housing can be secured. There is less
shelter space available for other homeless families, who must find shelter elsewhere or
live on the streets. Excessive waiting lists, sometimes decades long, for public housing
mean that families must remain in shelters or other housing arrangements for longer
periods of time (The National Coalition for the Homeless, 2009). Domestic violence also
contributes to homelessness among families. When a woman leaves an abusive
relationship, she often has nowhere to go.
Domestic violence affects women and their children and is one of the major
predictors of family homelessness. The National Center on Family Homelessness (2011)
reported that 92 % of homeless mothers have endured physical and/or sexual abuse at
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some point in their lifetime; often committed by an intimate partner. Their findings
indicate that when a woman leaves an abusive relationship, she often has nowhere to go;
she often takes nothing but her children with her. She may have to change her life
completely: quitting her job or school, severing contact with family and friends, leaving
the community on which she has relied. Violence at home is one of the major predictors
of whether children will experience homelessness. Among homeless mothers with
children, more than 80 percent previously experienced domestic violence (Stainbrook &
Hornik, 2006). According to Anooshian (2005), direct or indirect chronic violence leads
to increased levels of anxiety and fear for homeless parents and children, leaving them
with limited emotional vigor to resolve daily matters. Unaccompanied youth often have
prior experiences of violence, either witnessing violence or being abused physically or
sexually (Tyler, 2006). Lack of affordable housing and long waiting lists for assisted
housing mean that many women are forced to choose between abuse and the streets
(National Coalition for the Homeless, 2009).
Homeless Families
Approximately one- fourth of all homelessness occurs during the early years of
life and within families that are headed by a single parent mother who is at risk
economically, socially, emotionally, and educationally (The National Center on Family
Homelessness 2007). Their data suggests that African-American families are
overrepresented in the homeless population. According to the Bassuk, Weinreb &
Brooks (1999) the vast majority of homeless families comprised of single-parent families
headed by a female in her mid to late 20’s with two children. Their research on the
characteristics of young families who are homeless indicate that these families experience
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many stressors. Research conducted Bassuk, Buckner & Huntington (2009) corroborated
that homeless mother’s emotional distress is considered a major predictor of her
children’s emotional well-being. Homeless mothers of young children also seem to have
a higher prevalence of mental disorder, violence, substance abuse, and economic
insufficiency. Depression is relatively common among homeless mothers given the high
levels of stress and the pervasiveness of violence. They also tend to have a high rate of
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), major depressive disorder, and substance use
disorders (Shinn & Bassuk, 2004). In addition, family experiences, like out-of-homeplacement during childhood, parental instability, poor care from a parent, and inadequate
family support during adulthood are additional factors that characterize many homeless
mothers. Low literacy is also a key factor in the lives of many homeless mothers (Swick
& Williams, 2010). The National Center on Family Homelessness (2011) reported that
53 % of homeless parents do not have a high school diploma and typically have a limited
education (Bratt, 2002). Homeless children experience significant consequences
including physical, cognitive and academic problems when compared to housed peers
(Urban Institute, 2001).
Consequences of Homelessness on Academic Achievement
Residential instability is highly correlated with poor educational outcomes for
homeless students (Carmon, DeForge, Minick, & Zehnder, 2001; Gruman, Harachi,
Abbott, Catalano, & Fleming, 2008). Data provided by the National Center on Family
Homelessness (2009) identifies homeless children as having a higher drop-out rate than
peers living in stable housing conditions. Nationwide only one in four students who have
experienced homelessness will succeed and achieve a high school diploma. Rafferty
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(2004) stated that the “long-term effects of inadequate education may well be the creation
of a new generation of unstable families”. He also noted that the level of education
achieved is the “single best predictor of later occupational attainment”; improving
educational experiences for homeless children and youth is therefore essential to their
success.
Research findings confirm that homeless children when compared to their peers
are more likely to be retained, miss more than one week of school in a three month period
and changed school two to five times in a 12 month period (Rafferty, Shinn, &
Weitzman, 2004). Walker-Dalhouse and Risko (2008) reported that homeless children
on average move three to four time in a year; every time a child has to change schools,
their education is disrupted. The study reported that an estimated 3-6 months of
education are lost with every move. Furthermore, homeless children are a third (33%)
more likely than housed peers to have repeated a grade. Their findings support that
homelessness impacts academic achievement and homeless children’s reading, spelling,
and mathematics scores are more often below grade level, compared with housed
children.
A number of studies (Obradovic, 2009; Perlman & Fantuzzo, 2010; Herbers,
Cutuli, Supkoff, Heistad, Chan, Hinz & Masten, 2012; Voight, Shinn, Nation, 2012;
Fantuzzo, LeBoeuf, Chen, Rouse, & Culhane, 2012) have identified gaps in achievement
between homeless students and housed peers as early as second grade with effects
persisting through elementary school. Findings suggest a need for more targeted
intervention programs to boost early academic achievement. In addition, significantly
more homeless children are referred for special education evaluations. Conversely, Zima,
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Bussing, Forness and, Benjamin (1997) report that fewer than 23 percent are actually
evaluated or receive special education services due to frequent moves. Additionally,
homeless adolescents are less likely to graduate from high school compared to peers with
residential stability.
Studies of homeless children that were conducted prior to and shortly after the
creation of the McKinney Vento Act consistently documented disrupted school
attendance and academic underperformance. For instance, Bassuk and Rubin (1987)
reported that almost half of the students living in Massachusetts shelters had repeated a
grade, a quarter were in special classes, and almost half were failing or doing belowaverage work. Masten et al. (1993) found that more than half of the homeless children
they surveyed in Minneapolis in 1999 had changed schools in the past year. In a separate
study of 73 homeless children ages 6 to 11, Buckner, Bassuk & Weinreb (2001)
determined that academic achievement scores were lower on average than would be
expected among children in the general population.
In a longitudinal study in New York City, Rafferty, Shinn, and Weitzman (2004)
compared the school experience and academic achievement scores of youths who had a
history of homelessness, after they were rehoused, when compared to poor housed
adolescents at three time points. Their findings concluded that according to their mothers
homeless children were less likely children to have had “mostly positive” experiences in
school and were more likely to have repeated one or more grades in school. Poor
academic achievement trajectories were associated with homelessness, but evidence of
resilience was confirmed five years after being rehoused. Once stable living conditions
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were maintained homeless children’s scores improved or were at least similar to low
income housed children.
Rafferty’s (2004) study confirms that school-aged homeless children experience
continual disruption or termination of their education and seldom receive the same
services as their permanently-housed peers. Rafferty cited studies that indicate some of
the educational needs of homeless children as: (a) remediation and tutoring; (b) support
services such as counseling; and (c) after school/extended day/summer programs. Even
though homeless children face many challenges and are at risk for emotional, physical,
social, and behavioral problems that can hinder their school attendance and performance
some homeless children are able to succeed in school.
In contrast to these studies, Buckner, Bassuk, & Weinreb (2001) found no
evidence of higher school absenteeism or lower academic achievement scores among
homeless school age children in the Worcester study as compared to low-income housed
children. Children in each group had missed an average of 6 days of school in the past
year and scores on a composite measure of academic achievement were identical for both
groups. IQ scores were also equivalent in the two groups. Rates of school suspension,
grade retention, and special classroom placement were actually higher in the housed
comparison group. The only notable difference in the expected direction was that
homeless children had been enrolled in more schools in the past year.
The differences in finding between the Worcester Family Research Project and
other studies on homeless and housed school-age children with regard to school and
education-related variables is considered a result of the successful implementation of the
Education for Homeless Children and Youth (EHCY) program in the city of Worcester.
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Data collections for other research cited prior to the Worcester Project occurred
prior to the full implementation of EHCY programs in cities in which these studies were
conducted. The EHCY was intended to directly target variables that could adversely
impact academic achievement of homeless children, specifically removing barriers to
school access and school attendance (e.g. transportation). The findings from the
Worcester Project offer promising confirmation that it may be possible to reduce
education-related problems for homeless children if barriers to accessing education can
be successfully removed and supports implemented (Buckner, Bassuk, & Weinreb,
2001).
Consequences of Homelessness on Physical and Emotional Health
Homeless children experience a greater proportion of health problems when
compared to housed poor children. They have higher rates of asthma, ear infections,
stomach problems, speech problem and lead poisoning. Poor nutrition contributes to
poor health, which increases the rate of stunted growth and anemia. Homeless children
generally lack access to consistent health care and their parents also tend to hold off
taking homeless children to the doctors until the illness has worsened (Bratt, 2002).
According to the Children’s Defense Fund (2004), nine million children in the United
States do not have health insurance. Uninsured children, are more than four times as
likely to have delayed medical care because of cost, more than twice as likely to go
without needed prescriptions and more than twice as likely to go without eye glasses.
Homeless children also experience more mental health problems, such as anxiety,
depression, and withdrawal.
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Numerous studies suggest that homeless children have a greater risk of
experiencing mental health problems, compared with their housed peers (Shinn,
Schteingart, Williams, Chioke-Williams, Bialo-Karagis, Becker-Klein, & Weitzman,
2008). The most comprehensive study on homeless mothers and their children living in
shelters and transitional housing is the Worchester Family Research Project conducted by
The National Center on Family Homelessness and the University of Massachusetts
Medical Center at Worcester in the early 1990’s. Although the difference between
housed peers fell shy of reaching statistical significance homeless children, per parent
rating, reported more depressive symptomatology on the Children’s Depression Inventory
when compared to low- income housed children.
According to Bassuk and Gallagher (1990), homeless children suffer
psychological devastation associated with academic failure, loss of control, and unstable
relationships, often leadings to excessive anger, anxiety, depression, fear, isolation, and
low self-esteem. Findings indicate that children who have experienced homelessness had
more behavioral problems based on the Child Behavior Check List (CBCL) completed by
parents, teachers and shelter employees, than housed children. (Masten, Miliotis,
Graham-Bermann, Ramirez, & Neemann, 1993). Their study on school-aged children of
homeless families reported that a higher percentage of homeless children experienced
mental health issues such as disruptive behavior disorders, social phobia, and major
depression, when compared to their low-income housed counterparts.
Residential instability, broken family units and disrupted education are conditions
that that impact a children’s emotional well-being, behavior, mental and physical health,
school achievement and hinder child development (Buckner, Bassuk, Weinreb & Brooks,

37

2009, Chappel, Suldo & Ogg, 2014). These researchers concluded that stressful changes
result in a higher incidence of mental disorders, which become displayed in homeless
children’s behavior. According to the National Center Family on Homelessness (2009),
one-quarter of homeless children have witnessed violence in the family. They also
experience stress through constant change, and these stressful changes accumulate as
these children grow older. The average homeless child moves as many as three times in a
year. Homeless children are seven times more likely than other children to be placed in
foster care. Furthermore, their data identifies that twenty two percent of homeless
children experience foster care or live with relatives, compared with three percent of
housed children. The findings indicated that the likelihood of foster care placement
increases with the child’s age: nine percent for infants and toddlers, 19 percent for three
to six year olds, and 34 percent among school-agers.
Research reviewed by Buckner (2008) examined children’s mental health and
behavior. Several studies used maternal reports of both internalizing symptoms (such as
depression and anxiety) and externalizing symptoms (disruptive behavior) based on
information from surveys and teacher reports. Findings indicated that homeless children
experience more mental health and behavioral problems than the housed peers. Again,
these studies indicate that there is a continuum of risk that goes along with the effects of
poverty. Research conducted by Anooshian (2005) also verified that family violence and
economic stress contributed to homeless children’s problems with peer interactions and
social relationships.
Vostanis, Tischler, Cumella & Bellerby ((2002) conducted a study to evaluate
the impact of mental health services for homeless children; where mothers were the
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respondents and completed the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire. The study
aimed to measure perceived strengths and perceived difficulties in order to determine the
pattern of mental health problems (hyperactivity, emotional problems, conduct problems,
peer problems). Findings included parent acknowledgment of children’s mental health
needs as well apprehension with regard to the long term impact of homelessness on their
child’s development.
School Help for Homeless Children
Research conducted by Grosthaus, Lorelle, Anderson, and Knight (2011), found
that although all students may not have equitable access to resources, they may still be
self-invested, care about their grades and participate in self-prompted activities that
encouraged their academic success. Furthermore, Rouse’s (2011) study verified that in
order for students to be motivated to achieve a goal is their belief that they have the
ability to achieve that goal. Goal setting allows students to see what they have done and
what they are capable of, and a supportive school environment enriches student’s selfconcept.
In the United States, children and youth spend a substantial amount of time in
school, with many spending up to 50% of their waking hours within a school
environment (Condly, 2006; Olsson, Bond, Burns, Vella-Brodrick, & Sawyer, 2003,
Williams & Bryan, 2013). For this reason, schools are seen as an important context for
promoting resilient outcomes among at-risk youth and play a central role in child
development. Schools not only provide a space for children to learn and practice new
skills that can build self-efficacy, but they also provide numerous opportunities for
positive relationships with adult role models and teachers (Zlotnick, & Bullock, 2012).
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Teachers, counselors and other school staff serve as promotive and protective
factors in the lives of homeless children while fostering learning skills, knowledge, selfregulation, and self-protective skills children need to adapt on their own (Masten,
Herbers, Cutuli, Lafavor, 2008). Schools provide numerous opportunities for healthy
positive relationships with caring, supportive adults and peers. Helping students believe
in themselves, providing them with courage, and teaching them to take responsibility for
their own educational success are several ways teachers can foster educational resilience
in students. Furthermore, these researchers state that building resiliency involves
aspiring goals in students and motivating the attainment of realistic goals. Making
students feel important is viewed as an essential characteristic of educators who
recognize and value student abilities. Bryan & Henry (2008) identified the importance of
recognizing and affirming strengths inherent in children and finding ways to celebrate
efforts made by children who are struggling in school. Overall, teachers, school
counselors, and community members should help students to be optimistic about the
future, to believe that they can be successful and recognize they are important. Werner
and Smith (1993) found that aside from family members, the most frequently
encountered role model for children, was a favorite teacher. Turnaround teachers were
described as caring individuals who develop positive supportive relationships with their
students. Teachers convey the message that children matter when teachers are interested
in, actively listen to, and get to know the strengths of their students while validating their
feelings. Turnaround teachers were described by Benard (1998) as seeing the
possibilities and recognizing existing competencies to help students appreciate where
they are already strong.
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Conclusion
As studies have indicated, homeless families are not a homogeneous group of
people. Homeless families begin from a broader population of low-income families
living in housing and eventually return to this larger group. Children who are homeless
differ hugely in their current and past experiences. Although poverty and domestic
violence are principal causes of family homelessness each child’s life circumstances
differs greatly; consequently children’s capabilities and outcomes may also vary
considerably. Research has shown that some children fare better if they have important
protective factors in their lives, such as locus of control, emotional regulation, selfefficacy and a strong support system (Rafferty, 1997; Bassuk, 2010; Buckner, 2008; and
Obradovic, 2009). Schools provide a safe and stable environment that encourages
academic and emotional growth and a sense of community that strengthen resilience.
Schools can have an enormous influence in supporting and strengthening
protective factors in children based by building on strengths rather than focusing
exclusively on risks and deficits. Many of the problems and needs of homeless children
are similar to housed children who are living in poverty. The good news is that children
who experience homelessness can rebound fully from these challenges when they return
to stable and permanent housing. Rafferty's 2008 study showed that declines in
educational achievement among homeless children did not tend to continue upon their
return to permanent housing. In the pages that follow, Chapter 3 will describe the
methodology, analytic strategies and research context.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS AND PROCEDURES
Chapter One identified a theoretical framework highlighting the construct of
resilience as a lens for understanding strategies designed to support homeless students
succeed in school academically and emotionally. The body of research discussed in
Chapter Two shows that although there are many studies on consequences of
homelessness on academic achievement, physical and emotional health, my analyses
suggests a gap in the research: there is very little data directly from and privileging
perspectives of homeless children. Chapter Three will discuss the research design and
methods employed in this study to collect and analyze data and to answer the research
questions.
This study carried out preliminary exploration of homeless children and youth’s
view of personal attributes that are necessary for resilience and ways in which service
providers can best support resilience. This research is intended to amplify the voice and
perspective of homeless children and youth in the school context and in issues related to
their education to better promote academic achievement and emotional well-being.
Qualitative Research Design and Research Questions
I employed a qualitative approach in examining educational implications of
homeless children’s perception of resilience. Specifically, the study explores the
challenges faced by homeless students, the approaches they use as a defense from risks,
and the effective supports they identify as protective factors. The overarching objective
of qualitative research is that a problem or issue needs to be explored and that a detailed
understanding of the issue is needed (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative methodology offers
the opportunity to gather rich descriptions about homeless students’ experiences which
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research up until now has had limited studies from the perspective of children’s views.
Furthermore, according to Patton (2002) a qualitative approach focuses on participants’
perspectives as an attempt to comprehend a specific situation and the significance
brought by the participants about what is happening at the moment. A qualitative
research design was selected to understand the meaning people have constructed, how
people make sense of the world they live in and experiences they have undergone
(Creswell, 2013). Gathering and using data from children’s experiences of homelessness
offers valuable opportunity to learn how they see and interpret their world. This study is
open-ended and exploratory in nature.
The central research questions that guide this study are:


How do homeless children perceive their strengths and vulnerabilities?



What are the educational implications of their perception of resilience?
Gaining Access to the Research Site

Considerable time and effort was put into obtaining access to a field location for
this research, and much was learned about the research context through the extremely
arduous process of access. The first site location was chosen as a result of a former
colleagues lead. This colleague worked at the site prior to become a teacher.
I was provided the contact information for the director of a health facility. Our
conversation went well and she was willing to help me obtain permission to complete my
research, but first I would have to get approval from the affiliated hospital which could
take several months, which had been the outcome for another doctoral candidate who
obtained permission after 5 months. Time constraints would not allow this to be a viable
site location. She suggested I contact a director of a housing project and reference her

43

name when I called. At the second site location two messages were left for the director
of the shelter and neither were returned. At the third site location, gaining entry, initially
progressed smoothly as I was an acquaintance of the homeless hotel’s director. Consent
was quickly obtained to conduct research at the hotel. The process of obtaining approval
from The University of Massachusetts, Internal Review Board (IRB) was then initiated.
Given that the participants for this study are homeless children; which are considered a
vulnerable population the process was quite lengthy. In the interim, the director of the
hotel suggested that a visit be made to the site location in order to acclimate to the
environment.
I entered the hotel and was directed to the back of the hotel and was informed
there was a separate entrance for the “homeless” part of the hotel. The first thing that
caught my attention as I walked through the door was the musty odor that permeated the
lobby. I later realized that the unidentifiable odor was also evident throughout the
‘homeless’ portion of the hotel, including the director’s office. I was also struck by the
shocking contrast between lobbies for both sides of the hotel. The first had an inviting
lobby that was clean with large windows with sunlight streaming in, a colorful decor, and
ample furniture to sit and relax. In contrast, this lobby was extremely small, had minimal
natural lighting, a single chair and an EBT machine. I was greeted by a friendly
employee seated behind the front desk which appeared too small for an adult male his
size. He called the director and I was warmly greeted. Her office is located steps from
the main lobby. As we were walking to her office she was approached by a resident who
asked to speak with her about an issue. As I waited in the lobby I continued to take
further notice of the environment. I noticed a red marking on the beige wallpaper, which
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could have easily been dried blood. The lobby was a high traffic area with at least a
dozen people entering and exiting within the span of a few minutes all of whom were
greeted by the person at the front desk. Each person stopped at the desk to sign in and
out and pick up or drop of their room key. The carpet was soiled in some spots and
heavily worn out. The only item hanging on the wall was a small bulletin board that
hung above the EBT machine. Attached was a flyer informing residents of a summer
breakfast and lunch program for children and youth residing in the hotel. The resident
and director ended their conversation and I followed her into her office. I was struck by
how dark the office was and that her curtains were drawn closed, considering it was a
beautiful sunny day. I inquired and she pulled back the curtains and told me that when
that part of the hotel was converted into a homeless hotel the window had been blacked
out. She also added that the pool in the homeless portion of the hotel had been drained
and closed due to liability issues. Furthermore, all doors leading to the exterior of the
building, except in the lobby, had alarms to ensure that residents staying in the homeless
hotel did not sneak in friends, boyfriends or girlfriends.
In the span of 10 minutes several other residents stopped by to discuss issues and
concerns, including finding bedbugs in their room. I was informed that when it was
determined by the maintenance crew that there were indeed bedbugs in several rooms, the
rooms were fumigated. Following our conversation, I was given a tour of one of the
floors and noticed several strollers parked in the hallway. We stopped in to speak with
one of the many social workers who meet with homeless families residing at the hotel.
Within minutes of our conversation she informed me that I could not do research at the
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hotel, unless I received permission from the “State”2 and she would be adding the
information to her notes. I was contacted a week later and asked to provide information
regarding my plans for collecting data and how the data would be presented in my
dissertation. As requested, I emailed the Division of Housing Stabilization outlining the
scope of my research.
Seven weeks after initiating IRB approval from the University of Massachusetts, I
received an email one morning, informing me that my study had been reviewed and
approved. That same afternoon, I received an email that “the state had NOT approved
the research project I proposed at the Hotel interviewing school age children”. I
contacted the individual who sent the email and was told it was a multi-step process and
would involve a conversation with state attorneys. A three way conference call was
arranged a few days later that also included my dissertation chair. I was informed that
the director was not in a position to grant authorization for the research; the state has
authority as they are the ones paying for the families to reside at the hotel. Parent’s
limited English language proficiency was mentioned as the major obstacle to conducting
research at the site. Even after stating that I spoke Spanish, approval was still denied.
Eventually, we were told the reason the research could not occur at the hotel was due to a
pending lawsuit. I was offered a suggestion that an easier site location would be a shelter
and was given a name and address and the name of the director. Ironically, it was the
name of the director of the site location I contacted two months earlier who never
responded to my calls. Lastly, at the fourth site location, I secured an appointment with a

2

Department of Housing and Community Development.
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local Superintendent and was granted consent to conduct my research project with
homeless students in district. Although the population of homeless children in district is
small the site more closely connected with schooling.
Recruitment and Informed Consent
This dissertation study was approved and conducted in accordance with
Institutional Review Board (IRB) policy of the University of Massachusetts Amherst.
The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) is a federal statute that protects
the privacy of student education records. 20 USC §1232g; 34 CFR Part 99. Specifically
it prohibits schools from disclosing information about a student’s homelessness without
the consent of a parent or eligible student. To comply with FERPA regulations names
and addresses of homeless children were not shared with this researcher. The district
Superintendent wrote a letter informing parents of a study on homeless children and
resilience. The letter included the statement that student participation in the study was
voluntary. Included in the envelope was an introduction letter outlining the details of this
study. Nine letters were mailed to parents asking them to call or email if they were
interested in having their child participate in the study. A $20.00 gift card incentive was
offered to one of the following places (Burger King, Friendly’s, McDonalds or Dunkin
Donuts). One phone call was received from a parent with two middle school daughters.
A second mailing yielded an additional five inquiries which were followed-up with indepth conversations. These conversations also provided background information on the
circumstances that resulted in their family being identified as homeless. One additional
parent gave verbal and written consent and then called the following day to withdraw
consent. Parents and children each signed separate consent and assent forms. Children
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were provided information in a language understandable to them to allow them to make
informed decision about participation.
The purpose of the research was explained to parents and children, as well as
what participation in the study entailed. Additionally, parent, children and youth were
informed that their participation was voluntary and they were free to discontinue or
refuse permission for their child at any time. Risks associated with participation were
identified as minimal and were not considered greater than risks ordinarily encountered in
everyday life. All participants were given two copies of informed consent, one to sign
and return to the researcher and one copy to keep for their own records. To safeguard
confidentiality, participants were given pseudonyms in any written material.
Description of Setting
The site location of this study is a suburban town in New England, with a
population of approximately 21,000, according to the 2010 census. Many years ago it
was home to sawmill and gristmills. As the economy flourished so did the need for
cheap labor, and the population grew quickly until immigration restrictions began to take
effect. The town saw a slow, but steady immigration from several countries; the main
reason was economic opportunity. With few opportunities in the manufacturing sector
and insufficient crops in their homeland, many immigrants went abroad in the hopes of
finding employment with construction companies or in factories. Town residents are
comprised mainly of Portuguese, Polish and French Canadian ancestry. Usually one or
two family members came first to establish themselves then sponsored children, their
spouses and grandchildren. Soon extended family members were living and working side
by side.
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Overall, the town has a population that is older than the average in the region.
Demographically the town has a mixed work force of both blue- collar and white- collar
jobs. According to the 2000 census, 95 percent of its residents are Caucasian. The town
center is dominated by small apartment buildings with neighboring middle-income homes
and expanding to larger prominent developments. The school district is comprised of
three public elementary schools, a middle and high school, respectively. Approximately
84 percent of high school graduates will go on to college and 8 percent will go on to
military service. The remainder enter the work force.
Table 3.1: Enrollment Information of the 2013/2014 Year
Grade
No. of Students
Grade

No. of Students

12

237

5

211

11

261

4

224

10

227

3

206

9

240

2

196

8

238

1

165

7

234

K

164

6

214

Pre-K
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Participant Selection and Site Location
The criteria for inclusion in this study was based on the student’s eligibility as
homeless, as stated in the McKinney-Vento Homeless Assistance Act. Purposeful
sampling was used to identify and consequently select participants who can shed light on
the issues being explored in this study. Purposeful sampling is a technique widely used
in qualitative research for the identification and selection of information-rich cases
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(Patton, 2002). This consists of identifying and selecting individuals or groups of
individuals that are particularly well-informed about or experienced with a phenomenon
of interest (Creswell, 2009). Purposeful sampling was selected for the site and
participants in order to focus on a particular population based on the depth of information
that could be generated by homeless children and youth (Teddlie & Tashakkori 2009, p
174). Additionally, Creswell (2009 p. 185) noted that the idea behind using purposeful
sampling strategies is to help the researcher understand the problem and research
questions.
The sample consisted of four male and five female students. Three sets of
siblings participated in the study (pseudonyms - Elizabeth and Ellen, Nicholas and
Lionel, and Ariana and Maya). In total nine children were identified as homeless as
established by criteria of McKinney Vento Act: anyone who lacks fixed, regular, and
adequate nighttime residence. This includes children and youth who are awaiting foster
care placement, doubled-up, living in hotels, and congregate shelters. Seven children in
district participated in this study. Two out of the nine participants were identified using
snowball sampling technique.
Snowball sampling is a recruitment technique in which individuals are asked to
assist researchers in identifying other potential subjects, or to use their existing networks
to disseminate recruitment materials. This study snowball sample was achieved by
asking teaching colleagues to refer the researcher to other potential school age children
who met established criteria and would possibly be interested in participating in the
study. The names of the children’s parents and contact information were released only
after they had verbally agreed to speak to the researcher regarding this study. Parents
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were contacted by phone to provide further information about the study and to answer
any questions.
This study focused on children and youth in third through twelfth grade because
the resiliency scales were developed and normed for use with children between the ages
of 9 through 18 year old and was designed at a third grade reading level. Therefore,
children under the age of nine years old could not participate because they could not use
the same instrument. A total of nine parents and children provided verbal and written
consent to participate in this study. Five out of the nine participants were familiar to the
researcher prior to data collection. Two participants were interviewed in their dwellings.
The remaining seven were interviewed in their respective schools during a mutually
agreed upon period of time that would not interfere with their academic instruction.
Table 3.2: Participant Pseudonyms and Demographics
Name
Gender
Age
Grade

Ethnicity

Living
Location

Elizabeth

Female

13

Eighth

White

Shelter

Terri

Female

11

Sixth

White

Shelter

Dennis

Male

10

Fifth

White

Doubled-Up

Joseph

Male

9

Fourth

White

Hotel

Nicholas

Male

12

Sixth

Hispanic

Doubled-Up

Lionel

Male

10

Fifth

Hispanic

Doubled-Up

Ariana

Female

9

Third

Mixed Race

Maya

Female

9

Third

Mixed Race

Layla

Female

15

Tenth

White
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Awaiting
Foster Care
Placement
Awaiting
Foster Care
Placement
Awaiting
Foster Care
Placement

Data Collection
Two types of data were collected for this study. Data were collected over a four
month period (August to November). This particular period was selected to coincide
with the start of the school year.

Data Collection

Resiliency
Scales

Interviews

Identification
of themes
Qualitiative
analysis of
findings
Figure 4: Data Collection Method

Rating Scales
Each student who participated in this study first completed The Resiliency Scales
for Children and Adolescent-A Profile of Personal Strengths (Prince-Embury, 2007),
followed by a semi-structured interview. The Resiliency Scale is a brief self-report
instrument and the rating scales were designed at a third grade reading level. The
Resiliency Profile permits the user to see the child/youth’s relative strengths and
vulnerability at a known point in time (p.14). As noted by Prince-Embury (2007) it is
important to remember that the Resiliency Scales were designed to identify core personal
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qualities, as expressed by children and youth in their own words (p.1). This self-report
tools reflects experience through the eyes of the person, as a result may be subject to
distortion (p25). The scale measures personal attributes of the child that are essential for
resiliency and will provide further indication of patterns among perceptions.
The Resiliency Scales comprise the following three scales: (a) Sense of Mastery
Scale-measures youths' self-perceptions of their skills and competence; (b) Sense of
Relatedness Scale-examines youths' perceived quality of their relationships; and (c)
Emotional Reactivity Scale-assesses how well youth feel about being able to control their
emotions and focuses on the personal experience of the child. Sample items include the
following: 1) “I can think of more than one way to solve a problem”, 2) “If something
bad happens I can ask my friends for help” and 3)” When I get upset, I don’t think
clearly”. The three global scales have 20-24 item questions and ten subscales scores
provide more detailed information for use in treatment planning and evaluation (PrinceEmbury, 2007 p. 30). Response options use a 5-point Likert scale O (Never), 1 (Rarely),
2 (Sometimes), 3 (Often), and 4 (Almost Always). Scores are converted to T-scores.
Table 3.3: Resource and Vulnerability Index Score Rankings
Ranking
T-Scores
High

>60

Above average

56-59

Average

46-55

Below average

41-45

Low

<40

For the Sense of Mastery and Sense of Relatedness scales, the high, above
average and average ranges indicate that the child/youth experiences a sense of
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mastery/relatedness. High scores on mastery and relatedness suggest resilience, whereas
high emotional reactivity suggests lack of resilience. Two composite scores the Resource
Index and Vulnerability Index are summary scores that identify a child’s strengths and
vulnerability.
The scale was developed based on the review of resilience literature (PrinceEmbury, 2007, p. 2). Although the norms for this measure are considered representative
of pool of approximately seven hundred children, within gender and parent education
level the standardization sample did not specifically include homeless children and youth.
According to Prince-Embury (2007) the Resiliency Scales for Children and
Adolescents is a measure of resiliency in students that is applicable for school practice
within the classroom environment. It identifies students with strengths or limitations in
personal resiliency, provides valuable information to plan resiliency interventions.
Interviews
Following completion of the resilience scales, each child participated in a semistructured audio-taped interview, which last approximately 30-45 minutes. Both forms of
data were collected in one sitting. A semi-structured interview format was selected in
order to adhere to the guidelines set forth by the University Institutional Review Board
(IRB) to safeguarding the welfare, rights, and privacy of participates as subjects in this
research project. The questions were reviewed and approved by IRB to determine the
level of evasiveness (e.g. sensitivity of the questions) as well as participant vulnerability
(e.g. appropriateness of questions given the study population) given that homeless
children are considered a vulnerable population. Semi-structured interviews were used as
the researcher wanted to delve deeply into the topic of resilience and thoroughly
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understand the answers provided. Semi-structured interview questions also
provided the opportunity to generate rich data and the language used by
participants that was essential in gaining specific insight into their perceptions and views of
homeless children. Interviews consisted of 10 semi-structured questions with follow-up
probe questions. The purpose of the interviews was to gain an in-depth perspective of
educational implications of homelessness from the child/youth’s point of view. Their
perspective of hardship and achievement will provide valuable information for creating
resilient classrooms and healthy supportive school environments for children and youth.
Furthermore information will provide invaluable evidence for detecting and
understanding the support structures that facilitate academic achievement. Interview
questions can be found in Appendix G.
Documentation
A note recorder was used to audio record interviews. Verbatim transcription of
recorded interviews was conducted after each individual interview. The interview
transcript was set up to enable analysis: identifying information (when, where and with
whom), line numbering down the left side of the page, double space between speakers,
interview questions in bold, and wide margins on the right-hand side of the page to allow
for notes (Merriam, 2009, p. 110). Hand written notes were collected before and after
completion of interviews and rating scales. Notes were re-written immediately after each
interview to include setting, people, and rich description of activities.
Data Analysis
For the purpose of this study the process of what Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009,
p.27) refer to a “qualitizing” data; that is, using quantitative data (resilience scales) to
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illuminate patterns that emerge in the analysis. According to Teddlie and Tashakkori
(2009, p.27) qualitizing data (transformation) occurs when quantitative data are converted
into narrative data that can be analyzed qualitatively. Data obtained from resilience
scales was transformed into qualitative themes in order to derive deeper insights from
empirical evidence.
Data analysis was recursive: it was ongoing throughout the data collections
process. The procedures used for analyzing the data obtained from the resilience scales
and interviews included: organization of the data, saturation of material, generating
themes and categories and coding data. The researcher took appropriate measures to
ensure that confidentiality of collected data was never breached. Audio recordings and
transcribed interviews, using pseudonyms, were locked in a file cabinet, except during
data analysis. Data were analyzed using open coding (words or phrases), and then axial
coding (themes and categories) to relate categories and properties to each other (Merriam,
2009). During the initial stage of conducting data analysis and open coding, I carefully
read through all of my interviews to begin the process of identifying and naming
phenomena. As part of open coding I broke down, examined and compared, theorized
and categorized data. As the concepts emerged from the data, I examined the repetition
of key words and phrases in my data, which helped identify similarities across the
participants’ interviews. I reviewed findings to ensure that I had recognized significant
patterns and commonalities. I also revisited observation field notes and research memos,
and refined my themes and categories. I continued to assign codes to pieces of data in
order to construct categories (Merriam, 2009, p 179). I continued this coding process
until my analyses reached a point of saturation or a repetition of patterns had been
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identified. As patterns emerged and solidified relationships among the open codes were
identified and were converted into categories and subcategories, a process recognized as
axial coding (Merriam, 2009, p 180).
The final stage of data analysis occurred when the researcher began the procedure
of integrative interpretation of what the data had uncovered to draw conclusions
(Creswell, 2003). The aim of interpretation was to bring meaning and coherence to the
themes and categories. Using the combined results of the resilience scales, the researcher
consolidated, reduced and interpreted the data sets with the goal of answering the
research questions. All data were examined and linked to current literature and research.
Results are outlined in three analytic categories: (a) Resources, (b) Vulnerabilities
and (c) Future Outlook. These three categories will be explored in-depth in the chapters
that follow.
Trustworthiness
Rossman & Rallis (2012) assert that the quality of a study is dependent on the
degree of consideration that was devoted to trustworthiness. The trustworthiness of
qualitative research focuses on the accuracy of what is reported and whether the study
was conducted ethically and in accordance with norms for acceptable and competent
research practice. This study was conducted in ways that honor participants and
sensitivity to ethical standards of research. Careful consideration was given to working
with homeless children who are considered a vulnerable population. Throughout the
study the researcher was sensitive and responsive to topic and any noticeable changes in
demeanor that occurred in the process of collecting data from homeless students
(Rossman & Rallis 2012, p 60). Every effort was made not to bring up painful topics and
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language was used that was easily understood by children. The children were involved in
the decision-making process regarding their choice to decline or participate in the study.
Privacy and confidentiality of participants who were involved in this research were
protected and study information was not shared with parents or teachers. Risks
associated with participation in this study were deemed minimal, and even these were
addressed proactively by the researcher.
The Ethical Standards of Research set forth by the Society for Research in Child
Development (SRCD) were followed which outlined that researchers should: ensure that
there is no exploitation for personal gain, not use their influence over children or others to
force them to participate in the research, be mindful of cultural, religious and other
significant differences within the research population, and communicate findings in a
straightforward language to relevant research population so they understand that they
have the right to withdraw from the study at any time.
Trustworthiness was also achieved through regular consultation with my research
advisor and committee members throughout the duration of the research who provided
feedback and essential guidance throughout the study. Furthermore, Morrow (2005)
emphasized methodological rigor and credibly of the study design and analysis. Several
procedures and methods were used to facilitate deeper understanding and credibility of
the study. As recommended by Merriam (2009) multiple methods of data collection were
collected from multiple individuals with different levels of perspective First I used
triangulation of data from interviews, resilience rating scales, and field memos to further
strengthen the validity of findings by comparing the multiple sources of data and
comparing people with different viewpoints to ensure that the analysis and findings were
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reliable and valid. To safeguard transferability I used dense, information rich description
of participants, direct quotes and detailed descriptions of interview data. Another
strategy that was employed was member checking. An anticipated ethical issue inherent
to all qualitative studies is the misinterpretation of data. In order to avoid
misinterpretation this researcher offered six participants to review their transcribed
individual interviews and solicited feedback to ensure that the interview data accurately
reflected their views and opinions. Member checking allowed participants to clarify
statements made during the interview. The six participants expressed appreciation for the
opportunity to review their transcripts, but declined the offer. The additional three
participants moved the day after their data was collected, therefore the offer was could
not be extended to them. Lastly, a reflective journal was used to record a variety of
information as well as to reflect upon what was happening in terms of this researcher’s
own beliefs and thoughts about the study.
Conclusion
The self-reported rating resiliency scale and the semi-structured interviews permit
a range of perceptions and exploration of students’ perspectives of the educational impact
of homelessness. The main reason for using both types of data was to converge the two
forms of data to bring greater insight than would be achieved by either measure alone.
These combined instruments generated comprehensive and rich picture of resilience from
the perspective of homeless children. It is hoped that this study will shed light on
personal resilience and coping resources that enable homeless children to develop and
maintain positive behaviors and school performance in the face of challenging conditions.
Results follow in Chapter 4.
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CHAPTER 4
RESULTS
Vignette- Layla
“Things in school are good but there is too much work and I can’t concentrate
really well because there are lots of things that aren’t settled and I’m out of breath. There
is a lot going on in my head. I don’t like to cry at all. I hate crying. It’s not like I hate it
but when I was getting bullied or something bad happens I was used to putting on a really
big smile on my face. I just don’t like people seeing me cry so I just don’t really cry. So
it’s a habit, if I want to cry I just smile. If I’m actually smiling then I’m probably sad.
My friend knows that if I’m smiling then she will ask me first are you really happy or are
you sad? I say I don’t know guess. Most of my friends can tell. Sometimes I’m doing
okay with my studies. If I study I forget everything. Before studying and after studying
there are a lot of things I’m thinking. There are a lot of things going on in my head so it’s
hard for me to study. I’m really confused in my real life. I’m just confused so it’s hard.”
Results
This chapter reports the results of the research that emerged from nine resiliency
scales and semi-structured interviews. Resiliency scales results are reported in the first
section and interview results are reported in the second section. In the final section,
results are integrated to identify personal qualities of resilience, as expressed in the
children’s own words. Three overarching thematic categories make up the sections of
this chapter (1) Resources-internal, relationships and school; (2) Vulnerability-internal
and external; and (3) Resilience-motivation and rebuilding. The themes answer the two
central research questions that guide this study: (1) How do homeless children perceive
their strengths and vulnerabilities?; and (2) What are the educational implications of their
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perception of resilience? This information can be used as a guide for strengths-based
interventions. The chapter begins with a brief description and summary of participants’
demographic information
Background
The participants for this study comprised of nine homeless children between the
ages of 9 and 15 years. They ranged in grades from third through tenth (elementary
through high school). Five were female and four were male. Each participant was in
attendance in their current school district from 15 months to four years.
Description of Participants
Elizabeth
Elizabeth is a polite and bubbly 13 year-old, eighth grade Caucasian female. She
loves wearing bright colored clothing. Elizabeth’s motto is, “if you look good, you feel
good and bright colors cheer you up.” As a result of drinking and violence between her
mother and step-father she was homeless. She lived in a congregate shelter for a year
where her family had a private bathroom and bedrooms, but shared common space such
as a kitchen, with other families.
Terri
Terri is an 11 year-old, sixth grade Caucasian female. She is Elizabeth’s younger
sister and a self-proclaimed tomboy. She has long bangs which partially obscure her eyes
and she wears oversized neutral-colored clothing. Terri lives with her mother and halfsisters, Elizabeth and Suzie, in a congregate shelter during the week and spends
weekends with her father, step-mother and three younger half siblings.

61

Dennis
Dennis is a 10 year-old, fifth grade Caucasian male. He is a soccer aficionado
who idealizes Cristiano Ronaldo and Real Madrid is his favorite team. He speaks at a
fast rate and his body is always in motion. He is an only child who lives with his
unemployed mother and grandparents. His mother is financially dependent on her
parents. He has been doubled up for three years and sleeps on the living room couch.
Joseph
Joseph is a 9 year-old, fourth grade Caucasian male. He is shy and speaks in a
gentle, quiet voice. His mother is unemployed and was the primary care giver for his
grandmother. After his grandmother passed away, Joseph and his mother became
homeless and lived in a homeless hotel for 15 months.
Nicholas
Nicholas is a 12 year old, sixth-grade Hispanic male. His parents are separated
and he describes himself as “the man of the house.” He is friendly, gregarious and speaks
in a loud boisterous voice. He loves sports and the New York Knicks are his favorite
basketball team. His parents separated a year prior to the interview due to marital
problems caused by financial strains and unemployment. Nicholas and his family have
been doubled-up with relatives for over a year.
Lionel
Lionel is a 10 year old, fifth grade Hispanic male. He is Nicholas’ younger
brother. He is shy and his voice is almost inaudible. Lionel loves playing video games,
and Minecraft was is favorite game.
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Ariana
Ariana is a 9 year old, third grade Mixed-Race female. She loves fashion and
singing and hopes to one day be famous like Ariana Grande. She is in the custody of the
Department of Children and Families and is living with relatives in foster care, for over a
year. She was reunited with her mother a few weeks after the interview.
Maya
Maya is Ariana’s sister. Maya is shy and introverted and feels most at ease when
she is with her sister. Her mothers’ former live-in-boyfriend was abusive and she saw
and heard the abusive episodes.
Layla
Layla is a 15 year-old, tenth grade Caucasian female. She moved to the United
States with her older sister four years ago to live with her father. Her mother remains in
the Middle East. Life with her father did not go well and Layla ran away from home on
two occasions. Each time she was returned home by the police. She disclosed to her
therapist that her father had made sexual advances and she is placed in the custody of the
Department of Children and Families. Layla’s sister and mother do not believe Layla’s
allegation against her father. Layla has been homeless for two months.
Resiliency Scales
The Resource Index is combination of inter-related subdomains from both an
individual’s Sense of Mastery and Sense of Relatedness. According to Prince-Embury
(2007) the “development of strengths is the result of an interaction of the child’s behavior
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with his or her social environment” (p. 16). Combining these qualities allows for a useful
way of concisely summarizing positive strengths present in an individual.

optimism
SelfEfficacy

Tolerance

Resources

Comfort

Adaptability

Support

Trust

Figure 5: Resource Index Sub-domains

Sense of Mastery
A child’s sense of mastery is considered a core characteristic of resiliency in
children and adults (Prince-Embury, 2007; p 4). According to the Resiliency Scales for
Children and Adolescents, the Sense of Mastery scales consists of three sub domains: (a)
optimism-defined by Scheier & Carver (1985) as “the expectation of positive attitudes
about the world and/or life, outcomes in most situations, and the future.” According to
Prince-Embury (2007, p.59), items were intended as general expectations. Examples
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include: “good things will happen to me”, “my life will be happy”, and “no matter what
happens, things will be all right”; and (b) self-efficacy defined by Bandura (1997) as
one’s belief that they will succeed in specific situations. Items in the self-efficacy
domain were designed to allow children and youth to think of tasks and skills specifically
unique to themselves. Furthermore, items were designed to reflect decision making and
problem solving skills. Sample items were: “I can think of more than one way to solve a
problem” and “I make good decisions.” The final subdomain is (c) adaptability, defined
by Prince-Embury (2007) as the ability to learn from one’s mistakes and to ask assistance
from others. Examples include: “I can learn from my mistakes” and “I can let others help
me when I need to.” Positive protective factors were found for the majority of
participants. Eight out of nine participants reported average to above average degrees of
optimism and self-efficacy, which correlate with a greater likelihood of succeeding in a
school setting.
Elizabeth
Elizabeth’s scores suggest that she has average optimism, self-efficacy and
adaptability. She can adjust when plans change, and asks for help if needed, feels her life
will be happy, and believes regardless of what happens things will be alright. Elizabeth
discussed how the experience of homelessness had contributed to creating her inner
strength:
“I did not like living at the shelter at all, our first night at the shelter was the
worst. I was afraid to fall asleep because our apartment was crawling with
cockroaches. It was gross and I wanted to leave, but we had nowhere to go. My
mother cleaned the apartment the next day so that problem was solved, but there
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was always another problem like the time I got shot in the leg with a pellet gun
when I was playing in the driveway. I also couldn’t have friends over because
who wants to drop their kid off at a shelter. I told myself that once we were out of
there and in our own apartment without people telling us what to do or watching
over us all the time that my life would be happy. When you’re at the bottom
things can only get better right? Well at least that’s what I have to believe. I
think they have and I think living in the shelter and being homeless made me
realize how lucky I am now. I feel I can start making plans for my future so I’ll
never be homeless again.”
Terri
Terri recalled the night that she, and her half-siblings and mother fled their home
as her drunken step-father stood in the driveway cursing at them. She remembered her
mother telling her to throw what clothing she could in a bag and get in the car. Terri
recalled feeling pessimistic about her future as they drove away and being fearful of what
would happen next. The emotion was evident in Terri’s voice and her eyes welled up
with tears as she talked about the first few weeks in the shelter and how she cried herself
to sleep. Now that she was living in an apartment her optimism was evident by the smile
on her face as she spoke about the potential for her future:
“I have a lot of bad memories of living at the shelter, I had cellulitis in my leg and
then I stepped on a rusty nail on the driveway. Then I was out of school a lot
because of the mold and I kept getting sick and some days I didn’t feel good
enough to get out of bed. I was getting migraines from all the cleaning supplies
my mother was using. I had to believe that good things would happen to me and
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that I learned that if I had a problem I had to try to fix it. I could have lived with
my father and step-mother instead of living at the shelter, they wanted me to live
with them, but I never thought of living with my dad. I was happy being with my
mom and sisters. Life isn’t always fair, but I can try to make good things happen.
You have to stay positive and dream big dreams. If I had three wishes I’d wish
that I would be a marine biologist, be rich to buy a house for my mom and make
sure that my little sister goes to school.”

A year ago Terri would not have expected things to turn out well. She felt she
was responsible for her own happiness and that learns from good and bad experiences.
Terri preferred to rely on herself and talked about wanting to let others help her when
necessary:
“I wanted it to be like I wasn’t living in a shelter so I pretended I lived in a house.
I kept to myself because I didn’t want anyone asking me questions. So I only
talked to a few people. Now that we’re out of the shelter I feel more comfortable
letting my friends see who I really am. So I’m starting to ask for help in school
when I need it.”
Dennis
Above average levels of optimism and self-efficacy were endorsed by Dennis. He
felt that life was fair, he could make good things happen, he could get the things he
needs, he was good at figuring things out, he could learn from his mistakes, and that no
matter what happens his life would be all right:
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“My life is awesome right now. I’ve been in this school for a long time. Before
coming here I went to a lot of other schools. Sometimes I changed schools a few
times in a year. I used to get really mad and kick, hit and yell at teachers. I don’t
do that anymore. Now I’m doing great. I have a lot of friends and kids like me
and help me stay calm. My goal is for the future is to be more successful in my
schoolwork.”
Joseph
Although quiet by nature, Joseph self-advocated and was able to ask for help
when he needed it:
“One thing I learned fast when I was at the hotel was you gotta ask for help if you
need it. I’m quiet but I know I have to ask for help. My mom kept to herself at
the hotel and didn’t want me to play with anyone. Well she let me play with one
or two kids……..but not a lot. Someone stole my iPad when I was there but I got
it back because I told the people that it was mine and they got it back for me. In
the beginning when I went there I was scared. There was a lot of noise all day
and night, mostly people walking in the room above ours but it was weird hearing
and seeing all these people I didn’t know. I got used to it and my mom used to
tell me we would not be there long that she was looking to get us out of there.”
Nicholas
Nicholas viewed himself as someone who persevered when confronting obstacles
or problems in order to achieve a specific outcome. His above average rating in selfefficacy suggested that he developed solutions to difficulties. He expressed confidence in
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his ability to do well academically which motivated him set goals to achieve good grades
in school:
“When I was younger I felt stupid in school. I couldn’t get things right and that
would make me mad. I was embarrassed when the teacher would call on me and I
didn’t know the answer. I did things to get kicked out of the class so I wouldn’t
feel stupid. After I came back to the school and started taking my medication
things got better. Now I don’t think I’m stupid. I had a really nice teacher that
helped me and didn’t make me feel stupid. My grades started getting better last
year and I realized that I needed to stop acting the way I was in class so I could
learn. I do my homework and go to the homework room at the club if I need help.
I want to do really good in school to be smart so I can help a lot of people when
I’m older.”
Lionel, Ariana and Maya
Their scores on the Sense of Mastery subscale are reflective of their belief that
they can get the things that they need, that their life will be happy and no matter what
happens things will be all right. Lionel was the only participant that did not feel that
trying harder would make a difference. Ariana and Maya were able to acknowledge and
learn from their mistakes but struggled accepting help from others.
Layla
Layla was the only participant with below average to low scores across the
subscales areas. She validated the following items as occurring ‘rarely’: life is fair, I can
control what happens to me, and good things will happen to me. Furthermore her ratings
indicated that she recognized the following items as happening “sometimes”: gets
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things she needs, does things well, is good at figuring things out, can adjust when plans
change, and if she has a problem, she can solve it. Layla did not feel good things happen
to her:
“My father came to my country and I didn’t know who he was. He left us when I
was two years old. My mother made me come here to the United States for a
better life, but no one asked me if I wanted to come. I didn’t want to come here at
all. I started hating him. I didn’t need him. I didn’t need a dad in my life. I saw
him loving another women, but I never saw him loving my mom and it was
different to me and I hated it.”
Despite her low scores in this area, Layla rated the following items as occurring
“often”: I make good decisions, if I try hard, it makes a difference and if at first I don’t
succeed, I will keep on trying.
Table 4.1: Sense of Mastery Participant Subscale (Scaled Score Ranges)
Participant

Optimism

Self-Efficacy

Adaptability

Elizabeth

Average

Average

Average

Terri

Average

Average

Below Average

Dennis

Above Average

Above Average

Average

Joseph

Average

Average

Above Average

Nicholas

Average

Above Average

Average

Lionel

Above Average

Average

Average

Ariana

Above Average

Average

Below Average

Maya

Average

Average

Low

Layla

Low

Below Average

Below Average
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Sense of Relatedness
Sense of Relatedness Scale according to Prince-Embury (2007, p. 11) is intended
to reflect a sense of connection to individuals in a social context (e.g. home, school,
community). This scale is comprised of four subdomains: (a) sense of trust-described by
Erik Erikson as the ability to receive and accept what is given; (b) perceived access to
support-the intend of this subscale is to measure perceived access to support as opposed
to actual support (Prince-Embury, 2007, p. 11); (c) comfort with others-the ease in which
an individual can be in the company of others without feeling discomfort (PrinceEmbury, 2007, p. 12), and; (d) tolerance of differences-defined as the ability to safely
express one’s beliefs and differences (Prince-Embury, 2007, p.12).
Elizabeth
Elizabeth endorsed items indicating above average levels of support. She felt she
had strong friendships and family support and there was always someone available to
help her if something bad happened to her. She reported that people loved and cared
about her. Elizabeth was comfortable that people really knew her and accepted her for
who she really was:
“I’m really close with my mom and nana; I can tell them anything. We talk about
everything. I never met my father and sometimes I’ll ask my mom questions
about him. I don’t look like my mom so I must look like him. My mom’s been
trying to keep me thinking about my school work so I stay away from boys. I like
boys but I’m not interested in having a boyfriend. My mom’s talked to me about
what can happen when you have a boyfriend. I want to finish school and go to
college to get a good paying job someday. I’m lucky to be able to talk to my
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mom or nana about pretty much everything. They are the only ones I trust the
most.”
Terri
Terri preferred to have fewer friends, but close friends as opposed to a larger
circle of people who don’t know her as well as those closest to her. Her family and few
close friends provided her with the support she needed when experiencing hardships:
“Elizabeth has more friends than me, but I think I’m kind of luckier than her
because I get to spend time with my father. He picks me up on the weekends and
takes me to his house. I have fun when I’m there. My step-mom is pregnant
again and having twins. I can’t wait. I’m close with my little brother and protect
him. There was this kid that was bullying my brother and the bully shoved me so
I shoved him back and he fell on his butt. Then he got back up and started hitting
me so I picked him up by the shirt and threw him. I have to defend my brother.
My family we stick together and support each other.”
Joseph
Joseph was a quiet and somewhat shy boy who endorsed items suggesting that he
had difficulty meeting new people easily and took a while to warm-up and feel
comfortable with unfamiliar people. He had a close relationship with both his parents
and had a few close friends and wanted to have more friends:
“My mom thinks I’m shy and so does my teacher. I guess I am. I haven’t made a
lot of friends here because I don’t talk to many people. I told two of my friends
that I was homeless and lived in a hotel. They didn’t say much not that I expected
them to. I don’t think they told anyone. They felt sorry for me and asked me
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some questions. When I go to my new school I’m going to try to make some new
friends. Now that we have an apartment maybe my mom will let me invite a
friend over. I hope I will like my new school.”
Dennis
By his account, Dennis stated “that this has been his best year ever.” His positive
attitude was reflected in his profile responses. His responses suggested that he knew
there were people at home and in school who are willing to help him if something bad
happened or if he got upset or angry. During our time together, Dennis mentioned
several times that he was “having a great year” and that this is the first time in years that
he liked coming to school because he felt people liked him. He felt he was able to calmly
express his feeling, his friends motivated him to control his behavior, and that people
cared about him:
“I never liked school much. I’ve been to a few schools and always had problems
so I didn’t care if people liked me or not or if I got good grades. Now I do. My
mom is happy and my teacher isn’t always talking to me about this and that or
what I’m doing wrong. Now I like coming to school.”
Lionel
The support Lionel received from his family, teachers and friends gave him a
sense of belonging and acceptance. He described three different support systems: home,
school and peers:
“I feel there are lots of people who will help me if I have a problem. I can ask my
mom or dad because they’ll love me no matter what. In school I have nice friends
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who stick up for me. I have one teacher I like the most. She’s just nice and helps
me when I’m can’t do my work.”
Maya
Maya noted that people treat her well and that there were several people who
loved and cared about her, but that there was rarely someone available to talk to when she
was upset or angry. She had positive relationships with adults who genuinely cared about
her, including her DCF worker. Unfortunately, the adults were not always immediately
available. Maya missed the presence of her mother and yearned to talk to her about little
and major situations alike:
“I miss talking to my mom. I can call her but it’s not the same. Sometimes I just
think of something and want to tell her. I don’t live with mommy right now
because her boyfriend was bad. He hurt her. It’s because of him that me and my
sister aren’t with mommy. We’ll be living with mommy again soon and I’ll be
happy. I miss my daddy too. I can’t talk to him either because he died.”
Layla
Layla presented outwardly as an extremely sociable and outgoing individual.
Although she reported that she made new friends easily, she also acknowledged that she
had built an imaginary wall around herself as a protective barrier in an attempt to not
allow herself to be vulnerable and susceptible to being let down by people she trusts. She
rarely let others see her true feelings and felt she always had to have a happy attitude;
partly because she did not want to let school staff down who had been supportive of her
during her lowest moments. Layla verbalized that she wanted to trust people, but she had
learned not to depend on those whom she should depend on the most- mainly her family:
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“If you can’t depend on family, who you should trust above all else, who do you
trust? Kids you know are supposed to go to parents if they need help right? Who
do I go to? My dad is a creep and I feel I hate him and my mom and sister they
don’t believe me. My sister does not talk to me and my mom is far away from
me. It’s not the same to talk to her on the phone. I don’t feel I forgive people that
let me down. I make friends fast if I want but I don’t spend time with them
outside of school and I don’t trust people. Well I do trust Sarah. I don’t know
how long I will live with her but I know for sure that I will forever be grateful for
taking me in to her home.”
Table 4.2: Sense of Relatedness Participant Subscale (Scaled Score Ranges)
Participant

Trust

Comfort

Tolerance

Average

Average

Above
Average

Support
Above
Average
Above
Average
Above
Average

Elizabeth

Average

Terri

Average

Dennis
Joseph

Average

Average

Low

Average

Nicholas

Average

Above
Average

Average

Average

Lionel

Average

Average

Average

Average

Ariana

Average

Average

Average

Average

Maya

Average

Layla

Above
Average
Above
Average

Below Average Below Average

Average
Above
Average

Average

Below Average Below Average Below Average

Low

Emotional Reactivity
Prince-Embury (2007) describes Emotional Reactivity as pre-existing
vulnerability or threshold of tolerance preceding adverse situations. This subscale is
comprised of three subscales (a) sensitivity-described in the assessment manual as
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threshold and intensity of reaction (p.14), (b) recovery- the ability to bounce back after an
emotional arousal or disturbance (p.14) and; (c) impairment- “the degree to which the
individual is able to maintain an emotional equilibrium when aroused.” Unlike the Sense
of Mastery and Sense of Relatedness, lower scores on Emotional Reactivity scale suggest
resiliency and high scores suggest vulnerability (p.14). Conversely, elevated scores
suggest greater reactivity which is linked with more risk and less individual resiliency.
Prince-Embury (2007) designed the Emotional Reactivity scale to conceptually represent
sensitivity (a construct of emotionality) with recovery and impairment as the two
constructs that represent the outcome of the regulatory process (p.13).

Sensitivity

Recovery

Impairment

Figure 6: Emotional Reactivity Scale and Subscales
Nicholas, Lionel and Maya’s overall Emotional Reactivity scores fell within the
High range. Their scores suggest that they exhibited higher levels of vulnerability and
may recover at a slower rate from adverse events.
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Dennis
Dennis acknowledged success due to his ability to effectively take ownership of
his behavior as well as following a consistent medication regimen. In Dennis’ words:
“I hate that I have to take that stupid medicine: it makes me feel weird…..like I
can’t describe it but weird. I know if I don’t take it then when I get mad I explode
like…. boom! I guess it helps me but I just hate it. I am way better when I take it
so I remind my mom to give it to me or I take it myself.”
Nicholas and Lionel
These brothers recognized that they tend to have strong emotional reactions, but
the emotional responses did not last long according to them. One noted difference was
that Nicholas responded that he tended to strike back when someone upsets him and he
would physically hurt others, whereas Lionel tended to become gloomy and internalized
his feelings. Nicholas’ description:
“I get mad kind of easily…..at least that what people tell me. When I’m mad at
someone I’ll hit them to shut them up. Sometimes I get so mad I can’t think
straight. A person in school has been helping me not get mad. When I’m mad I
get in trouble. I’m trying not to get in fights in school. I don’t stay mad for a
long time.”

Nicholas’ behavior reached a threshold last year that warranted an out of district
placement in a behavioral program. He returned to his home school this year and had
been compliant with his medication:
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“Last year I was fighting and yelling and got in so much trouble I got sent to a
different school. My mom and dad got really mad at me. I got back to this school
a while ago. I know I have to take my medication because I want to do good in
school.”

Unlike his brother, Lionel did not strike back when someone upset him and his
intent was not to hurt someone. Lionel’s description:
“People say I get upset easily. I don’t like to fight but sometimes I do. I get sad
at school when kids make fun of me.”
Maya
Maya’s ratings indicate that she remained upset by situations for an entire day and
struggled with regulating her emotions, although she did not present this way in school:
“I get sad thinking about my dad. I know they found him dead but I’m not sure
if……. he was killed. It makes me cry inside. I lie on my bed and can be there
the whole day thinking about what upset me. Then my sister comes in and cheers
me up.”
Ariana
In contrast to her sister, Ariana would “strike back” verbally when someone upset
her. Ariana described how she had gotten in trouble for her actions at home when she
was upset:
“I get sent to my room for a time-out when I talk back to my nana, aunties or
uncles. When I play with my friend who lives next door she sometimes says
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mean things to me so I say mean things back. I feel bad afterwards. Then we say
sorry and are friends again the next day.”
Layla
Layla was very protective of her feelings and how she was perceived by others.
She acknowledged that it took her a long time to get over various situations and rarely
outwardly acknowledged pain or showed how she truly felt as noted by her statement, “I
don’t let people see me cry. I don’t like to cry because crying doesn’t help me and I feel
worse afterwards so I just smile if I am sad.”
Table 4.3: Emotional Reactivity Participant Subscale (Scaled Score Ranges)
Participant
Sensitivity
Recovery
Impairment
Elizabeth

Average

Below Average

BelowAverage

Terri

Below Average

Below Average

Average

Dennis

Average

Average

Average

Joseph

Below Average

Average

Average

Nicholas

High

Below Average

High

Lionel

Above Average

Average

Above Average

Ariana

Above Average

Average

Average

Maya

Average

High

Above Average

Layla

Average

High

Average

Vulnerability Index
The Vulnerability Index, specifically, permits for the quick identification of
children whose profiles on the Resiliency Scale warranted further assessment or follow
up (Prince-Embury 2007, p 15). According to Prince-Embury (2007) a child’s “personal
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vulnerability may be approximated and quantified as a discrepancy or imbalance between
his or her emotional reactivity and perceived personal resources (p. 16).”
Table 4.4: Resource and Vulnerability Participant Score Ranges
Participants
Resources
Vulnerability
Elizabeth

Average

Below Average

Terri

Average

Average

Dennis

Above Average

Average

Joseph

Average

Average

Nicholas

Above Average

High

Lionel

Above Average

Above Average

Ariana

Average

Average

Maya

Below Average

High

Layla

Low

High

Maya and Layla
Within the Resource Index, Maya and Layla were each identified as having a
discrepancy between personal resources and emotional reactivity. Both Maya and Layla
described their ability to make sound decisions as impaired when they were upset; as a
result, they felt they were unable to think clearly and effectively manage and change the
way they felt in order to cope with situations. Although some of the other participants
scored low in some areas of perceived strengths they demonstrated sufficient strengths in
several other areas which served to balance the vulnerability. In Layla’s case, she had
experienced multiple hardships and was hesitant to let her guard down and trust adults.
Layla lacked the attitude and emotions that most people would equate with resilience
(optimism, self-efficacy and adaptability). However; she was perceived by staff as a
resilient child who greeted everyone she passed by in the hallway and was an active
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participant in her classes. Her rating in personal and academic optimism were considered
low which impacted her overall academic achievement. Positive ratings are viewed as
attitudes that include trying and applying problem-solving approaches during difficult
times. In Layla’s current circumstance she was not able to recognize and express her true
emotions and did not see a clear link between effort and success. Although she was
grateful that she presently had the support of her current guardian and educators in her
school, she was fearful that her placement was temporary and that she would once again
be in a situation without an adult she could trust and depend on for emotional support.
Layla was slowly allowing herself to view others as sources of available support; which
she viewed as a momentous accomplishment. She mentioned that these were the primary
issues being addressed in her out of school therapy sessions. Layla scored herself a
having low levels of optimism, self-efficacy, adaptability, trust, support, comfort and
tolerance. She described her inability to accept help from others as a way of protecting
herself from further vulnerability.
Elizabeth, Terri, Dennis, Joseph, Nicholas, Lionel, and Ariana
Each of these children reported overall average to above average resources and
felt they had positive supportive relationships at home and in school. Every individual is
vulnerable to risk; although according to previous researchers, a person’s circumstances
and personality characteristic influence the degree of impairment as well as the ability to
recover more quickly.
Nicholas, Maya and Layla
Three childen, Nicholas, Maya and Laya were identified as having the highest
degree of vulnerablity, according to the scores in the Vulnerablity Index. They have each
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had faced numerous and overlapping constraints in their ability to manage obstacles.
Although Nicholas’ rating reflected adequate resources, he rated himself as being
sensitive (e.g. upsets easily, strikes back when upset, and gets upset when things don’t go
his way). These characteristics were coupled with risk factors in the area of impairment
(e.g. reacts without thinking when upset, when upset he hurts himself and others.)
Ariana and Lionel
Although Ariana and Lionel’s Vulnerability score was in the average range, it
was extremely close to meeting criteria for the “above average” range. This suggested
that both these children could possibly benefit from a classroom/school with a strong
sense of community and teacher/peer support systems.
Interviews
The results of the data obtained from in-depth interviews gave voice to protective
resources and vulnerability as seen through the eyes of nine homeless children and
resulting educational implications. Resources included strategies and personality traits
that provide insight on how these individuals manage their emotions during difficult
times and cope with future challenges. According to Masten and Coatsworth (1998), the
ability to self-regulate or modulate emotions is a key predictor of academic and social
success. Furthermore, data looked closely at relationships with family, teachers, peers
and school supports.
Resources
Resources was the first overarching theme that emerged from analyses of the indepth interviews. Sub-themes were further delineated as (a) internal resources, (b)
relationship resources and (c) school resources.
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Internal Resources
A common theme shared by most of the participants was relying on internal
resources as a valuable skill when encountering hardships. Many of the participants
expressed a range of positive outlooks when dealing with hardships. As mentioned in the
empirical research positive affect can produce adaptive outcomes. For example,
Elizabeth reported:
“I always have a plan B. So I usually always have another idea. I get a little
frustrated, but at the same time mistakes happen. Things aren’t always perfect. I
kind of go with it and fix it back into the way I want it to be.”

Despite being significantly impacted by her experience of homelessness and
living in a shelter, Elizabeth chose to focus on the outcome of the experience which
brought her family closer together and made them stronger. This sentiment was echoed
by her sister Terri, who stated “you just have to be able to pick yourself up in difficult
situations and just deal with it”. As individuals, they have different internal coping
resources. Terri for example, expressed a preference for quiet time when she
encountered emotionally upsetting situations or when she felt overwhelmed:
“If I’m confused I stop thinking about it for the day and then I continue thinking
about it tomorrow. I like to have some time to think about it and what I’m going
to do. When I get upset I take a nap and then I kind of feel better. “

Terri talked about how this strategy may not work for others including her sister,
but how she found this coping mechanism to be effective for her. She reflected that
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taking time off thinking about what was upsetting her allowed her to think about things
more clearly at a later time. Terri described herself as being calmer than her two sisters.
Nicholas and Ariana reported some degree of similarity to Terri’s strategy.
Nicholas reported that when he gets upset he tries to stay calm. Although this approach
was not always successful, it worked most of the time. Keeping calm allowed him to
think more clearly and decide on a positive solution or outcome. Nicholas viewed his
current approach as more positive and successful compared to his previous way of
handling things which was to pretend it was not true or didn’t happen. Ariana also
preferred quiet time when upset. In her words:
“It gives me time to think. I just go in my room and brush my stuffed animal. It
calms me down. Sometimes I go on my bed and jump on it or I hang out with my
sister. I like alone time.”

Ariana described herself as an overall happy person who tried to be optimistic
because as she mentioned, “there will always be sad things in life.” Noteworthy was that
few staff at Ariana’s school were aware that she and her sister had been removed from
her mother’s custody, yet she was perceived by staff as someone who always had a smile
on her face, was an outgoing, kind and an enthusiastic learner. Ariana was more open to
discussing her life circumstances, whereas, her sister Maya tended to be more covert with
her emotions and relied more heavily on her sister for emotional support and guidance.
Dennis openly discussed having significant anger management issues in prior
years. He talked about being in a rut with no clear way of breaking the pattern of
behavior. According to Dennis many adults tried to help him but that he eventually
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realized that sometimes things did not always go as he would have like and other times
they did. He described himself, presently, as “easier going” because in his words, “you
kind of have to be”. Dennis also attributed his new perspective and positive coping
approach as a willingness and openness to try a different strategy of emotional regulation
taught to him by his outside therapist and counselor in school. As he stated, “what did I
have to lose? Getting mad wasn’t doing anything for me except getting me in trouble.”
As Dennis saw greater success with self-regulation he also became more responsible for
making sure his mother consistently gave him his medication.
Joseph dealt with setbacks by relying on his sense of humor or watching funny
movies. He reported that the distraction gave him a break from reacting in a way that he
would later regret, such as crying or getting angry. Layla, the oldest, participant, was not
able or willing to verbalize a personal positive internal resource. Although she
mentioned that “all you can do is take one day at a time and try to focus on what is good,
or something good that you hope will happen to you”. Layla added a touching suggestion
for other children who might be experiencing similar hardships:
“For kids like me I would say don’t think you are alone, because you really
aren’t. A lot of people care about you and there are a lot of changes. You might
feel like you can’t take it anymore and this is enough. Don’t feel helpless because
there are still things you can do. It will probably get better one day and you’ll be
like wow, I was there and now I’m here. Take it day by day. Don’t rush to make
decisions, it’s overwhelming and every day is different.”
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Relationship Resources
This section explores how homeless children and youth are impacted by positive
relationships with parents, teachers and peers. Empirical research has demonstrated the
importance of effective, consistent, and nurturing relationships. Building and
maintaining a positive, stable relationship with a caring adult and peers supports healthy
relationships, confidence and competence. As suggested by Masten (2000) secure
attachments positively affect mental and physical health.
The participants described various embedded support systems in which they felt
secure knowing individuals exist in their lives to help them when needed. The
participants described positive teacher-student relationships, positive parent-child
relationships and positive peer-peer relationship. These relationships were supportive,
encouraging, nurturing and helped them make sense of the world around them. The
impact was long lasting as evident by their testimonies below.
Positive Teacher-Student
A few of the participants chose to share their personal living circumstances with
their teachers. Although this was difficult for them, they did so because they felt a
connection with their teachers and a sense of knowing that they could trust them.
Elizabeth, a middle school student, described her struggle with embarrassing moments
and how her consistent relationship with one teacher in particular helped encourage
emotional and academic support. Elizabeth attended the same middle school for two
years before her family was able to secure permanent housing and moved to another
town:
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“I shared where I was living with some of the teachers because I knew them and
liked some of them and trusted them, but I’d talk to one teacher all the time. She
tried to find us apartments too. She was really supportive. She was the first
person I told. She also gave me some school supplies and binders that I had to
get. My mom didn’t have the money to buy school supplies. She is my favorite
teacher. The hardest part of moving out of the shelter was that I had to move to a
new school and she wouldn’t be there to talk to anymore.”

Many elementary age students have the same classroom teacher the entire day.
For those fortunate to have a positive student-teacher relationship, the influence is wideranging and apparent across different dimensions of a child’s self-concept. For example,
Ariana recalled the heartache of her father’s death and the sadness of being separated
from her mother. She described her teachers’ humor as exactly what she needed during
moments she felt like crying. Ariana further stated that her teacher knew about her
family situation and always tried to make her laugh. Likewise, her sister Maya described
a moment that a class lesson triggered a memory of her father’s death and how her
teacher immediately noticed and came over to talk to her. Maya described her teacher as
someone she could trust and as being in-tune to her emotional needs. Her teacher was
identified as someone who knew her and helped her with school work and homework.
Although not a formal teacher, both sisters also identified the social worker attached to
their case by the Department of Children and Families (DCF) as a kind and caring person
who tried to help their family by keeping them safe from domestic violence. Their social
worker accompanied them to doctor appointments, attended parent-teacher conferences,
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Individual Education Program meetings, and maintained communication with school
personnel. During the rare occasion that their DCF worker was unable to accompany the
sisters to an appointment the DCF worker made sure to have another familiar case worker
accompany the girls so they would feel comfortable. Additionally the DCF worker made
sure both girls were dismissed from school together, even if only one sibling had the
appointment and the other did not, because the DCF worker know they feared being
separated and she didn’t want to cause them any unnecessary stress and anxiety.
Brothers Nicholas and Lionel also attributed close relationships with their
respective teachers as one reason their school year was going well. Nicholas expressed
happiness with his teachers this year. He also acknowledged that his positive relationship
with his teacher was also because he was not getting in trouble. In his words: “I used to
have problems with my teachers. I was always getting in trouble. This year I’m really
trying. So I get along better with my teacher because now I’m good.” He further added:
“I feel I have a good relationship with my math teacher. She’s nice to me and
she’s smart. She tells me I can do it and I want to do well in school so I can help
my mom and so I can have a better education.”

His brother Lionel reported that his special education teacher helped him with
topics he did not understand and resolved problems with peers who made fun of him
because he was “not that smart.” Lionel received specialized reading and math
instruction and had the same special education teacher for the past two years. He
expressed concern that the teachers in the new school might not be as nice and helpful as
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the teachers he worked with daily. In his words, “they get me, I don’t have to explain
how I’m feeling because they know me and know how I am.”
Layla was the only participant who did not have family support. She was
removed from her father’s residence by the Department and Children and Families. A
Social Worker came to her high school, removed her, and was placed in a temporary
foster home. According to Layla, both her sister (who resides in the same town) and her
mother (who resides overseas) claimed her accusations against her father were attention
seeking and shamed the family. One of the teachers in Layla’s school, a licensed foster
parent, offered to take her in. The teacher had no prior relationship with Layla, but saw a
need and took action to help:
“Sarah made a decision that surprised everyone in the school. She took me in
when she has three children of her own to take care and that is her priority. I feel
like when I go home… well I know it’s not my family and I don’t belong to them
and they don’t belong to me but I feel like I’ve been living there for like years.
I’m not a stranger in the house. I’m comfortable. It’s nice that there are people I
can talk to. By her taking me in that really changed my life. I owe her so much.
I didn’t even know her and now we are buddies. I can talk to her and trust her.”
Positive Parent-Child
All participants with the exception of Layla described secure relationships with at
least one parent. They described their mother or father as providing emotional support
when needed. Furthermore, participants noted a sense of connection with their parent
and effective communication. Participants mainly spoke about their mothers; however, it
is important to note that most of the children lived with their mothers at the time of this
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study. Elizabeth never met her father, and Dennis’ father has been incarcerated several
times and had an inconsistent presence in his life the past year. Dennis mentioned that he
missed seeing his father and described a positive relationship with him. Ariana and Maya
both had a loving and close father-daughter relationship prior to their father’s death,
which was investigated by the police as a homicide and was still considered an open
cold-case. Both Ariana and Maya wore necklaces that their father gave them for their
birthday or Christmas.
Elizabeth described her mother as the most important person in her life and her
maternal grandmother as the second most important person:
“My family they understand me and they let me talk about things. Some people
interrupt, they’re not like that. I know when I have a problem I can go to my
mom and talk to her about anything and she will help me and make me feel
better.”

Terri, Elizabeth’s sister, also identified their mother as the most important person
in her life, followed by her father and step-mother. She reported that her father and stepmother didn’t like that she was living in a shelter and had acquired cellulitis on her leg;
however, Terri never thought about living with them because she was happy living with
her mother and half-sisters. Terri felt that living with her mother was where she
belonged. Dennis, who was doubled-up (living with extended family or friends due to
economic hardship) reported a loving relationship with his mother and maternal
grandparents whom he lives with. He loved his grandmother’s cooking and enjoyed
fishing with his grandfather.
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Joseph, Nicholas and Lionel identified both their mothers and fathers as equally
supportive. Although Joseph only saw his father on weekends, he had a sense that he
could call him anytime for help with anything or to just talk. Nicholas and Lionel
expressed similar feelings and looked forward to the alternating weeks when their father
picked them up from the after-school program. This allowed for extra time with him, and
in addition to their time with him on weekends.
Positive Peer Relationship
Participants spoke highly of their valued peer relationships and how these
friendships helped them have a positive outlook. The positive features of the
relationships contributed to a sense of belonging and connection. Participants described
the importance of the connections and their friends’ encouragement and willingness to
help them. Dennis attributed his current school success and willingness to regulate his
emotions, mainly to the positive impact of established friendships:
“My anger really hasn’t happened this year. I really don’t get mad anymore. I
was just always used to getting upset. I want to be part of the group. My friends,
they help me out a lot. They understand me and I just wanted to turn things
around. They help me with school work if I need it. If I don’t understand
something I can ask them and they’ll help me. They’ll explain it in an easy way.
I’m doing better this year because I have more friends that help me out and get me
back on track. I’ve had these friends for a while. They help me stay out of
trouble. When I’m in trouble they help me by giving me advice like, “Hey dude if
you do that then”, or hey dude if you do that then you’ll get in trouble.”
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Dennis reported a sense of finally fitting in, something he wanted for a long time.
He was motivated to do well in sports, which he saw as another avenue to make friends
and be part of a group. His teachers reported that he came to school happy and remained
motivated to perform to the best of his ability. As one of his teachers commented,
“Dennis is getting attention for his positive temperament, whereas, last year he was
getting attention for behavioral outbursts.”
Lionel also mentioned the important role his friends play in maintaining
emotional regulation. He struggled academically and indicated that he relied on his
friends to help him get through school:
“My friends they help me when I’m upset get over it and think about something
else. Kids say things to me if I don’t do good on a test. They say I’m not that
smart. My friends we go outside and start talking about it and then we start
playing and I get over it. My friends are always there for me. I know they will
help me. If they hear someone bothering me then they stick up for me. They
know it makes me sad when kids bully me.”

Layla was the only participant who was unable to describe a close long-term
friendship with a peer. Noteworthy is that Layla outwardly presented as a friendly,
outgoing teenager who was always smiling and has many friends. In contrast to the other
participants, Layla stated that she has never had a close friendship with same-age peers,
which stems from a place of wanting to protect her feelings. Her issues of trust also seem
to have developed from negative peer interactions experienced in early childhood and
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aspects of her family environment, which includes family members who do not believe
her claims of familial sexual advances.
On the day we met, I observed Layla in the halls of the high school, calling out
and greeting staff and peers in a cheerful manner and engaging in appropriate
spontaneous conversations. She described her experience of being bullied by similar agepeers in her native county because her father had abandoned the family. According to
Layla there are traditions and beliefs that are different there, compared to in the United
States:
“In my homeland if you don’t have a man who is head of the family, well if they
have died it’s okay, but if you don’t really have a dad and people don’t really
know what’s going on they kind of look down on you. Like you get bullied by
the kids sometimes. Like I really didn’t have friends to talk to because their
parents wouldn’t let me.”
Layla indicated that she has certain people who she interacts with in school, but
they are not true friends. By this Layla is referring to friendships that lack transparency.
She reveals very little about herself, hides her struggles and does little to sustain the
friendships outside of school. Layla had chosen not to share her current situation with
peers and instead preferred to talk to her therapist. She recalled how her sister married
two years after coming to the United States and how her limited English and frequent
school moves impacted her ability to form solid reciprocal friendships.
School Resources
Providing academic support is important for all children so they can reach their
full potential. All the participants in this study, with the exception of Elizabeth, all
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received either tiered academic support or specialized instruction on an Individualized
Education Program. “Response to Intervention (RTI) is a multi-tier approach to the early
identification and support of students with learning and behavior need.” (National Center
for Learning Disabilities, 2016). Terri and Joseph received Tiered academic instruction
and Layla received Tiered support for social-emotional concerns. Tiered support services
in this district were described as an intervention model where general education
instruction was provided in a multi-tiered format. This district utilized a three tiered
approach that was implemented district wide. Instruction was differentiated to meet the
needs of all learners, including homeless children. Interventions ranged from whole
group instruction, to small group, to more individualized, (perhaps one on one support),
and was based on each child’s identified needs. Each tier in the continuum represented
increasingly intensive interventions that were associated with increasing levels of student
support. Children identified as requiring additional support services in reading, math,
and social skills were serviced throughout the multiple tiers. Progress was continuously
monitored and if a student responded well, the supports would be discontinued and the
student might have received only regular education instruction. If a student did not
respond well or continued to need support, the supports were either continued or the
student might have been referred for more intensive interventions.
Tiered academic support services were available to all students from kindergarten
through ninth grade within the district. During each school year, the district conducted
universal screenings that took place across grade levels. Data obtained were then
reviewed and categorized to determine targeted instruction based on students’ needs. At
Tier 1, intervention was defined as the core classroom or universal instruction that all
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students received. All interventions were provided by the regular education teacher in the
regular classroom. Tier 2 provided additional support to struggling students in the
general education setting and who were not meeting benchmarks for academic
performance in Tier 1. A student in Tier 2 received additional interventions that
supplemented Tier 1 instruction and intervention. Terri started receiving Tier 2 reading
when her grades started to decline. She reported that “I don’t like to read, but I like to
read about sharks.” She explained that unfortunately she couldn’t read books only about
sharks, and other books really did not interest her. Terri wanted to improve her reading
scores and noted:
“I am working hard to improve my reading and I am not as embarrassed if I make
a mistake because the other kids in the reading class have the same problem so no
one makes fun of anyone. My teacher is really nice and fun so I like going to
reading class. I think I’m actually the best reader in the class.”

If a student did not respond to the intervention(s) in Tier 2, then the student is
moved to Tier 3 for more intensive intervention. This level was typically more
individualized. Joseph received Tier 3 Reading and Math support daily and described a
positive relationship with his reading teachers. Joseph stated:
“I really like my reading teacher. She knows I was living in a hotel and does
things to help me. She tries helping me with my homework and making sure I
have what I need to get it done and understands if I don’t. I have to make it up,
but she’s nice about it. I feel like my reading is getting better because she helps
me a lot.”
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Layla’s high school did not officially have Tiered supports for children beyond
ninth grade. The elementary schools, in contrast to the high school, have extensive tiered
academic and social support program. The high school had a school psychologist,
student adjustment counselor, licensed certified social worker and various guidance
counselor, all full-time. Layla met weekly with her guidance counselor and the student
adjustment counselor to problem-solve. She also added, “I pretty much stop in guidance
at least once a day to say hello and check in”.
“The student adjustment counselor was the first person who knew what happened
and that she helped me out a lot. She was a really strong person to talk to. I was
a mess when they took me out of school and put me in a foster home. I didn’t
have anything, no clothes, just what I had on that day. I was so embarrassed
coming back to the school the next few days wearing the same things. Some kids
asked me why I was wearing the same clothing. She and the other staff helped
me get clothes. It’s amazing how much clothes they got me. I felt overwhelmed
that anyone would do that for me. I never imagined it. She was there for me to
talk to if I needed it and she still is.”

Vulnerability
Vulnerability was the second overarching theme that emerged from the in-depth
interviews. Sub-themes were further delineated as (a) internal vulnerability and (b)
external vulnerability. A common dialogue across participants was the experience of
disruption in their lives caused by homelessness and how the experience and events
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leading up to their homelessness battered their self-worth and self-confidence, and how it
impacted their ability to concentrate and maintain focus in a classroom setting. Overall,
the children and youth in this study described feeling embarrassed by their situation and
their reluctance to share their circumstances with peers and adults.
Internal Vulnerability
A common theme among various participants was the emotional toll of
homelessness on their lives. Elizabeth described how difficult it was for her socially to
live in a shelter. The shelter was located several towns from her school district and
without transportation she was unable to see her friends after school or on weekends.
The shelter had strict rules and didn’t allow overnight guests so she could no longer have
sleepovers. She mentioned she didn’t think her friend’s parents would let their children
go to a shelter. Although Elizabeth did not feel the shelter was a terrible place she did
find the rules extremely restrictive. She described a period of adjustment to her
environment in which she had “to ease into”. She attempted to adapt by telling herself
that she and her family would not be living there forever. She acknowledged that this
strategy worked in the beginning but that she eventually came to the realization that that
their stay would be longer than she initially had hoped, which was difficult to accept.
She described being embarrassed and attempting to hide her living situation from other
students in school.
The most obvious identifier that made her stand out was that she was transported
to and from school in a van. As she put it, some kids gave her looks and stared for a
second but only one student questioned her. Elizabeth chose to give a short response in
the hope that there would be no further questions. Her response was that she lived in a

97

different town. Luckily the student didn’t ask any further questions. Elizabeth also
described being on the bus for two hours every afternoon with her sister and two other
students as the bus drove to locations far from her school before dropping her off at the
shelter. Initially she woke at 6:30 in order to eat a quick breakfast and catch the bus. If
she missed the bus she had to stay home that day. Eventually the student who lived
furthest away from the school and in the opposite direction of the shelter, no longer
needed transportation and she was able to sleep an hour longer in the morning.
Terri discussed the implications of constantly moving from one place to another
and how the moves impacted her attendance:
“I was out a lot because we were moving a lot trying to find a house. We were
living with my mom’s friend and then we moved to a hotel and then the next
week we moved to a shelter. I was out a lot because of mold and that kind of stuff
and I kept getting sick and some days I just didn’t feel good enough to get out of
bed. I was getting migraines from all the cleaning supplies my mother was using
to get rid of the cockroaches. Some of the teachers kind of knew but they kind of
didn’t. I’m pretty sure they figured it out. I didn’t tell them. I wanted it to be
like I was living in town not anywhere else. I wanted it to be like I wasn’t living
in a shelter or anything. I wanted it to be like I was living in a home so I didn’t
tell anyone. No one knew. I wanted it to be like a secret. It was pretty easy to
keep it inside and not tell anyone. I didn’t want to tell any of my teachers because
I wanted to live like a normal life in school and not have so many people know.”
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Elizabeth discussed being conflicted about her feelings for her half-sisters,
Suzie’s, father. She felt she shouldn’t be disrespectful of him because he was Suzie’s
father but struggled with the effects of the verbal abuse that was directed towards her.
She described his repeated verbal insults (e.g. fat, ugly) and name calling (dumb bitch).
Elizabeth chose not to talk about him when Suzie was home because she said, “it would
not be unfair to Suzie because it’s her father and she loves him.”
Joseph described his long-term stay in a homeless motel as “terrible” because of
the constant noise. According to him people were jumping up and down all day and
night. In addition, people in the room above and next to his were always making noise
and slamming doors. Joseph was unsure of the circumstances that caused him and his
mother to live in a homeless hotel. He described summers as being more difficult
because he was in the hotel all day long:
“In the summer there were people, chat, chat, chatty, chatty all through the halls.
I spent most of my time in my room with my mom. For meals, well that was kind
of hard because all we had was a microwave and no cooking supplies. Sometimes
I ate breakfast at school other times I didn’t eat breakfast. In the summer they
came to the hotel with lunch for the kids. We managed to get dinner at the Pride
store near the hotel so it wasn’t too bad because we could walk. There was also a
McDonalds nearby. I made two friends in the hotel. I met them in the hallway a
couple of days after moving in. We were allowed to play outside. My mom
wouldn’t let me go to their rooms, but they were allowed to come to my room.
When I first moved into the hotel I was like I can’t take this anymore, then I just
got used to it. It was okay, it was nice and cozy.”
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Nicholas and Lionel each spoke about their new living situation and how the
apartment was always noisy. They were used to noise with four siblings in their
immediate family but with six children living in a cramped apartment the noise seemed
amplified. Nicholas and his brother slept in the living room on a pull-out couch while
their mother and sister slept in a small adjacent bedroom. They spoke about their living
situation in a matter of fact way and expressed gratitude that they had a place to live and
cousins to play with. They expressed frustration that they didn’t have many personal
items, which were packed away in boxes. Nicholas noted that it was nearly impossible to
complete homework in the apartment because the kitchen table was occupied with people
eating and the TV was loud which made it difficult to concentrate. He made every effort
to complete his homework at the afterschool program and if necessary he went into his
mother’s room and tried to finish homework or study for a test. Nicholas mentioned that
he also felt pressure to finish his homework at the afterschool program because there
were people who could help him if he didn’t understand the assignments. His mother
spoke limited English and was unable to help him with his homework. His previous
apartment had three bedrooms, one of which he shared with Lionel. He described his
previous apartment as more “quiet”. Lionel stated that he didn’t mind the noise in the
apartment and that his homework was always completed. The school psychologist at his
school had mentioned that his homework was rarely completed.
Elizabeth also openly talked about the events that preceded their homelessness
and how she hid the truth from her mother about her step-father’s sexual advances until
they had moved out of the apartment they shared with him. The circumstances weighed
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heavily on her emotionally. The toll on her self-esteem could be heard as her voice
cracked as she re-played the memory of his words. Elizabeth described a step-father who
became belligerent when he consumed alcohol. During the occasions when her mother
wasn’t home, her step-father “called Elizabeth highly derogatory, gendered and
sexualized taunts and names.” She added that his insults occurred after he attempted to
hug her and she shrugged him off. Elizabeth chose not to confide in her mother until
after they had moved out. Her reasoning for not telling her mother while they were living
in the same house with him was because she didn’t feel her step-father had “crossed the
line” and she didn’t want to cause marital problems for her mother. She added that if he
had done anything ‘inappropriate’ she would have told her mother right away
Terri mentioned that she was aware of her step-father’s verbal abuse and what
she called ‘inappropriate’ behavior towards Elizabeth, but shrugged it off and said “he
was drunk but I don’t think he would do anything because there were two of us and we’d
call the police or beat him up.” Terri and Elizabeth both appeared conflicted with regards
to labeling their step-fathers behavior as sexual overtures.
Terri talked about how her step-father was always trying to be “buddy” with her
and how he, at times, made he made her feel uncomfortable so she mostly stayed outside
when her mother wasn’t home. Terri quickly changed the subject and spoke of feeling
embarrassed by living in a shelter and about her decision not to tell anyone. In school she
pretended she was living in her home but knew by the look in some of her teachers’ eyes
that they knew the truth. She was unsure who told her teachers, but her assumption was
that it was her mother. Terri was described by her mother as “kind of laid back and she
just kind of goes with the flow for the most part.” Terri described herself as someone
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who doesn’t like to deal with feelings and tries to avoid problems so she doesn’t have to
deal with challenging emotions. Furthermore, she added that “it’s pretty easy to keep
things inside.”
Ariana and her sister both saw and heard numerous instances where their mother
was verbally and physically abused by her boyfriend. Only Ariana mentioned the abuse
to this researcher; her sister tended to be more introverted. Although the details were
unclear, Ariana thought it was a neighbor in their apartment building who called the
Department of Children and Families. The Department opened the case and assigned a
social worker who worked with the family for several months. Their mother was
ultimately told that the girls would be removed from her custody if she continued to
allow her boyfriend to live in or be present in the apartment. According to Ariana, one of
the neighbors in the apartment building was murdered by an abusive boyfriend. Shortly
thereafter, she and her sister were removed from their mother’s home and taken into
protective custody. In Ariana’s words: “The social worker didn’t want the same thing to
happen to us or my mother.”
Layla described bitterness and anger at her parents’ decision to move to the
United States without considering her opinion. Layla was unaware that her father had
remarried until she arrived in the U.S. She spoke of her resentment towards her stepmother and her outward attempts to shut her out of her life. In Layla’s words: “I
wouldn’t eat anything she cooked, I made my own food and wouldn’t let her into my
room. I did my own laundry.” She also resented seeing her father’s relationship with her
step-mother and felt he should have had that relationship with her biological mother.
Layla’s description:
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“I started hating my dad. We don’t have a connection. I always imaged that we
would do this and that, but as the time went on I thought I don’t need him. I don’t
need a dad in my life. My relationship also got worse with my mom when I
moved here because of her. After we moved to another apartment without my
step-mother he became creepy. I didn’t know what love was or how to show it
because I never had love from anyone. My father was like a stranger to me. A
stranger is touching you, it’s weird right? Then one day I said wait that’s the
problem he is my father and he shouldn’t be touching me that way. We began
verbally fighting it starting getting worse and worse and I ran away from the
house. The police found me and brought me back home. I ran away again a few
weeks later; I spent the day walking around. I was going crazy, I was kind of
rebellious at that time. I felt helpless. I needed to get out of the darkness so I told
my therapist and they came here to the school and I told them this is what
happened and now I don’t see my father anymore.”

Throughout the entire conversation the only time Layla’s eye filled with tears was
when she spoke of her two-year old niece. Layla began caring for her niece when her
sister returned to work a month after giving birth. Layla took care of her niece every day;
she described it as the highlight of her day and she loved her niece as if she were her own
child. On holidays, school breaks or in the summer she spent the entire day at her sister’s
home taking care of her niece. Since her disclosure about her father, her sister has
refused to allow Layla to visit her niece or step foot in her home. Her mother and sister
have taken her father’s side and their relationship has deteriorated. She described herself
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as having had a strong bond with her mother and sister. They were the most important
people in her life, but now they will not talk to her. They felt Layla was seeking attention
and her sister told her that people would not do to their worst enemies what Layla had
done to her father. She described her sister as very religious. Layla recounted how she
told her sister “Good. If God knows then he knows I’m right because I lived it and then
I’m going to heaven.” Her sister’s reply was that Layla was going to hell. Layla
continues:
“Eventually they will know I’m right and telling the truth. They will say sorry;
I’m not sure if I can forgive them. I told them because they are my mom and
sister and I grew up with them. They should believe me. They don’t know what
he did to me. They didn’t live it. My mom doesn’t know what the hell my dad
did. They got married and had children and then he wasn’t here. They have no
connection with him.”

Despite Layla’s heartache, one silver lining was that her therapist was facilitating
a visit between Layla, her sister and niece in the upcoming two weeks. Layla was beyond
excited to see her niece but guarded about her feelings toward her sister. She hoped her
sister would embrace her and believe her accusations against her father, but as she put it
“I know that won’t happen, but I wish it would.” Layla mentioned that she refused to
think that her sister would cancel the appointment and she would not be unable to see or
spend time with her niece. Layla beamed with joy and excitement when she spoke of her
niece and wondered out loud what she would do when she saw her. Layla said, “I’m
going to give her the biggest hug and kiss, I miss her so much. I’m counting the days.”
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Ariana and Maya were fortunate that they were temporarily placed with family
members while in DCF custody. However, the transition of adjusting to living without
their mother was difficult for both girls. Ariana described a difficult year where she and
her sister alternated living with their aunts. Although she liked living with both her
aunts, she described very different personality characteristics. One aunt was described as
affectionate; often hugging and kissing them, whereas the other aunt was loving but more
of a disciplinarian and did not show many displays of affection. Ariana described
extended family members on both sides of the family who were often involved in their
lives and that she was loved by many people. While residing with their aunts they
participated in a before-and-after school program because both their aunts worked.
Ariana described a typical morning as arriving at the Club for 7am to play and do art.
She and her sister would have breakfast when they arrived for school. On the day Ariana
was interviewed she asked if she could eat the snack her aunt had packed for her. In her
lunch box, in addition to three snacks and juice box, there was a small folded up piece of
paper. Ariana carefully unfolded the note, read it and immediately her face beamed with
joy. She handed the note to the researcher and written neat in print were the words- I
love you very much! Followed by a drawing of a heart. Ariana shared that her aunt
enclosed daily notes in her snack bag which made her very happy. She further mentioned
that she looked forward to snack time every day so she could read the note. Ariana
mentioned that her other aunt “didn’t do those kinds of things, but she knew she loved
her and wanted her to do well in school. Her other aunt bought her flashcards and helped
her learn her multiplication facts, which Ariana was very proud of. The same aunt also
bought her and her sister dress-up clothing and each a new bicycle.
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Ariana talked about how her mother was going to sign her up for swimming
lessons. She confided that she was afraid to go in pools or Jacuzzis because she didn’t
know how to swim and her father had drowned. Ariana’s eye welled up with tears as she
spoke of her father:
“I’m not really sure what happen to daddy. I know he died and that he drowned.
He has a lot of brothers and sisters and everyone was sad and crying. I miss him
all the time. We used to see him all the time. Like on Father’s Day we had to
make a project and my daddy he passed away so I didn’t have anyone to make it
for so I didn’t know what to do. I started crying in class. The teacher took me in
the hallway to talk to me and told me I could make it for one of my uncles or
grandfather. She had me splash some water on my face and then I went back in to
the classroom. Some of the kids asked why I was crying and I told them my
daddy died. They asked questions and tried to make me feel better.”

Layla discussed how difficult it was to concentrate in school and her reluctance to
let others see her true emotions. Layla could not name a specific friend she had in
school. She preferred to have peer groups that she could navigate in and out of in order
to avoid forming connections with peers. Layla wanted to have someone she could eat
lunch with but only if she could keep the conversation at a superficial level.
“I have friends, but not like real friends. No one I told or talked about what
happened. Most of my friends actually have some behavior problems. They are
really good kids, they’re not bad at least to me. They do get in a lot of trouble,
lots of trouble but they’re not bad people. They are rebellious. I have a best
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friend, but I don’t share what’s going on in my life. I know if I tell them they
wouldn’t judge, but they might beat up my father. I have huge friends like they
are built like football players.”
External Vulnerabilities
As mentioned by previous reseachers, Bassuk et al (1997), homeless families are
predominately headed by a single female with a high school diploma who was
unemployed or employed in a minimal-wage job. A common thread among most of the
participants was that their mother was single and unemployed. Although Elizabeth and
Terri’s mother referred to Suzie’s father as her husband but confided that she had a never
been married but preferred to call him her husband so her daughter’s wouldn’t follow her
path. Their mother mentioned how she had started having children at a young age and
was therefore unable to work. She mentioned that she did not like to be on welfare, but
felt she had no choice. She described herself as being a good, but disinterested student
when she was in school. She reported having medical problems which limited her ability
to work. She was employed a few hours a week as a home health attendant to her
mother. She decribed it as a win-win situation because she could help her mother while
at the same time getting paid to spend time with her. Furthermore, she added that another
source of income was obained from breeding a purebred dog and selling the litter on
Craig’s List or through known acquaintances. Her dog had been bred over several times
and almost died giving birth to the last litter. This upset her very much and the high cost
of vaccinations led to their mother’s decision to stop breeding the dog. Because of the
loss of income, Elizabeth and Terri’s mother decided to supplement her income by
taking in her friend and her spouse, she realized that she would be evicted from the state
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subsidized apartment if the landlord were to found out. Her perspective was that
everyone stretches the rules and if the landlord found out she would have to ask her
friends to leave. She expressed confidence that the landlord would give her a second
chance.
Elizabeth and Terri had a history of frequent absences which impacted their
ability to keep up with the academic demands in school. While living in the shelter,
Elizabeth had been shot in the leg with a pellet gun loaded with a screw and she ended up
in the emergency room:
“These dumb kids were playing and I got shot in the leg. It hurt so much. I had
to go to the emergency room and they had to give me all these shots because they
didn’t want me to get an infection. After that happened my mom didn’t want us
playing outside or with the kids.”
Their mother stated “I let them stay home when they say they don’t feel good. We
all need a break sometimes.” Elizabeth added “ I don’t like to miss school unless I’m like
really sick. If I miss a day I have a lot of homework to make up and it’s awful so I don’t
like to miss school.” Terri shrugged her shoulders and walked into an adjacent room.
Dennis’ mother became pregnant shortly after high school. It was unclear if she
graduated from high school as she did not give a direct answer. She reported having
made some “bad choices” about boyfriends and they all had “some issues.” She relied
on her boyfriends or her parents for income and said she was unable to work because she
had to take care of her son. No further explanation was given. Dennis described his
mother as a stay at home mom who kept busy taking care of him and didn’t need to work
“because grandpa pays for everything because he’s rich.” Dennis talked about wanting
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to go to college only because in his words, “you have to go to college to be a pro soccer
player and if I’m not a pro then I’ll probably be one of those guys that go and help the
pro’s with their moves, like a soccer coach. I want to make money.” He mentioned that
he loved his grandfather but his grandfather said no to requests to purchase more video
games. Dennis said that if his mother worked he could get an iPhone with unlimited
minutes, and an autographed Rinaldo jersey.
It is unclear the length of time Joseph’s parent were together before separating.
As mentioned previously both parents reported an amicable relationship. Joseph was
unclear of the circumstances that lead to living in a homeless hotel for 15 months. His
mother indicated that she had been unable to work because she was caring for her mother,
Joseph’s grandmother. Furthermore, she added that she was on welfare before moving in
with her mother and wasn’t able to work when they were living in the hotel because she
was looking for a place to live so they could move out of the shelter. She was happy that
the social worker at the hotel had secured an apartment for them and mentioned that she
might be able to find a part-time job once they get settled in their new apartment. She
confided that she was nervous about working because she never had a job.
Joseph’s teacher described Joseph’s mother as someone who always sent in
money when requested (e.g. bookfair, music recorder) despite being told that the school
would pay for the items. The money usually came in slowly in small installments, coins
as opposed to dollar bills but it was always the full amount. Joseph reported having all
the school supplies he needed, but his homework was often incomplete with the
exception of his math homework which was always completed. He had an iPad which
was given to him by his aunt to do his IXL (math assignments) at home. He expressed a
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low level interest in reading and writing so he often would “forget” to do those
homework assignments. At one point in time Joseph’s mother drove him to school out
of fear that children on the bus would know that he lived in a hotel and get picked on.
Eventually he was transported to and from school by the school district in a van.
Nicholas and Lionel lived in an intact family until his father sustained an injury
and was unable to work for a signicant period of time. The school psychologist, who
faciliated the interviews and with their mother’s permission, explained that their father
became frustrated with his inability to work and began drinking. Their mother
increasingly became more frustrated with her husband because she was working double
shifts as a housekeeper to supplement the loss of income which had become a burden to
the family. Both parents spoke limited English and did not complete high school
education in Mexico. They only took cash paying jobs which limited their employement
opportunities. Arguments started between parents and the mother felt her husband was
making excuses for not working and was drinking too much. She reached a point where
she eventually moved out of the house with the four children. Nicholas viewed his role
as taking care of his younger siblings when his mother was at work. He described his
uncle as okay but had “ too many rules” with different rules for him and his siblings
when compared with his cousins. Nicholas described his father as being more easy
going, so he tried to help with his younger siblings to avoid conflicts between the
siblings and their uncle. He knew if there was trouble they would have to move out
because it was his aunt’s and uncle’s apartment. He was afraid they would have no place
to live. For this reason, he was partly happy about his family and his uncle’s family
moving to southern United States. In his words, “We’re going to live with my
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grandmother who is very nice. Even though my uncle’s family is also moving, they don’t
own it, so they can’t kick us out.” He hoped that his mother would be able to find steady
employment and that his father might move with them as well.
Ariana and Maya’s mother was young, not married and worked part time at a
minimal low-wage job. She had her own apartment and received financial support from
her parents; it wasn’t clear if she was receiving welfare benefits. Maternal and paternal
family members provided the girls with most of their clothing, toys and school supplies.
The girls are always impeccably dressed and neatly groomed. When seeking permission
to obtain consent to collect data, their mother talked about her desire to go back to school
to get an associate degree so that she could get a better job to support her daughters. She
was uncertain what she wanted to study, but mentioned she was going to look into
courses at a local community college. Ariana and Maya’s main concern was for their
mother to be happy. If that meant she would be going to school, then it was fine with
them. The girls desired that their mother attend class while they were in school so that
they could be together after school. They chimed in the conversation with suggestions of
what their mother should study (e.g. teacher, secretary).
Fitting In
Most of the partipants described a sense of fitting in or not fitting in, based on
their perception of how their peers would interpret their circumstances of homelessness
and their subsequent judgment. All of the participants, with the exception Layla,
confided with one or two trusted friends. Elizabeth was at the age where she recognized
that peers passed judgment about clothing. As a result she found herself often asking her
sister or mother if they thought what she had selected to wear that day was acceptable.
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Elizabeth expressed frustration with Terri’s lack of interest in helping her. Terri chimed
in. “It’s not that I don’t want to help her. It’s just I don’t care what I wear so I don’t care
what people think and neither should you.” Elizabeth asked this researcher if she liked
her shirt or if it was too colorful. Elizabeth also made a of point of making sure her hair
was neatly combed but commented that she didn’t want to look too pretty because she
wasn’t interested in having a boyfriend, although some of her friends had boyfriends.
Dennis expressed his desire to fit in with his peers and in particular was hoping to
impress the “A” team soccer players in his grade. The League is divided into multiple
divisions – A, B and C, with A being the most competitive:
“I was in the gym today; I was the kid with the soccer ball. I stood in the corner
kicking the ball against the wall. I fit in a lot better this year. People tell me I
should join the soccer team. Like, “dude why don’t you play soccer?, You’re
really good; you should be on a team. I wished you played on my team.”, I’m
not on a team right now because my mother forgot to sign me up for tryouts so I’d
be on the C team and there is no way I’m going on the C team.”

Dennis’ credits his desire to ‘fit in” as the reason he is able to control his
emotions. “I love soccer. Sometimes when I’m so mad I just go outside to play soccer. It
calms me down. Stuff comes and goes; I don’t want to hold on to my anger.” He wears
soccer jerseys and indoor soccer shoes to school everyday. He brought his soccer ball to
school, but it was taken away from him (for disciplinary reasons) for a week and it was
just returned to him that morning. Dennis acknowedged that he had to be more mindful
of only playing soccer before school or during recess. Dennis commented that he had
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already started his Christmas list which included more soccer shirts and the new Xbox
360 FIFA game.
Joseph also expressed a desire to fit in and make new friends but described
himself as shy and unfamiliar with the school setting. He described his iPad as a way of
fittting in. The school allows children to bring their electronics to school for educational
purposes. He stated he brings his iPad to school everyday because he’s afraid it will be
stolen at the homeless hotel and as a way to team up with a classmate for activites. He
mentioned that when he first attended school his mother had driven him but due to the
high cost of gasoline the school district now transported him in a van. He stated that no
one ever questioned him about the van. He confided in a few trusted friends about living
in a hotel and asked them not to devulge the information to other peers. He described his
friends as “a little helpful’, but that they really did not say or do anything to help him
which made him sad.
Nicholas was a middle school student who was described by the school
psychologist as very popular with the girls and also had a large group of male friends.
Nicholas talked about playing basketball as a way of fitting in with his peers. He
described himself as very focused on the basketball field and as praised by his coach and
teammates. The school psychologist described him as one of the most skilled members
of the basketball team and that his team was undefeated. Nicholas said he never missed a
practice or game because he didn’t want to let his teammates down. He commented, “I
feel like I’m part of the school because everybody knows me.” He mentioned that his
friends told him that a few of the girls like him but right now he’s staying focused
keeping his grades up in order to play on the basketball team. He expressed hope that
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the new school had a basketball team which would be a way to make friends and fit in
with peers in the new school.
Lionel expressed concern that he would not fit in at the new school. He had
attended the same school since kindergarten and was nervous about the impending move.
He had hoped that fifth and sixth grades were in the same building so he could be in the
same school as his brother who he described as popular. He described a sense of
connection with his current school, “I feel like I fit in here, like I’m part of the school
because I’m really connected because I can help others if they need help and there are
people here to help me.”
Ariana looked forward to going to school because of her sense of fitting in with
her peers. She described herself as a person who “makes friends fast.” In particular, she
had two best friends who she liked to spend time with. They created their own membersonly club complete with rules. She described her friends “as nice” and that they made
friendship bracelets for “each other.” Maya described herself as nice and that her friends
were “really nice” when she first came to the school a year ago. At recess they played
four squares and if she was having a hard time they helped her and vice versa. Ariana and
Maya did not share their circumstances with friends because they were unsure what their
friends would think about the situation and what comments they would make.
Layla talked about her life-long desire to fit in. However, she felt she was always
“on the outside looking in.” She described herself as excluded from playing with
children when she was young because her father had abandoned her family and she was
looked down upon. Layla felt “she didn’t have any friends to talk” to because her mother
wouldn’t let her for fear they would say something hurtful to her. In the United States,
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she never was in one school long enough to form friendship and never felt like she fit in.
She was more comfortable talking to adult females than peers. Although Layla was not
fully invested in forming lasting friendships she was aware of what she decribed as
“people’s” meanness- if you don’t look the way they think you should look or wear what
they think you should wear.” Although she reported that no one said anything to her the
day after she returned to school she felt as if peers were staring at her for wearing the
same clothing a few days in a row. School staff acted quickly in collecting money and
gift cards to buy her new clothing. By the end of the week the school psychologist’s
office was full of donated items, new and gently used.

Layla commented that she had

never seen such outpouring of help. Her eyes welled up with tears when she described
walking into the office and seeing mounds of clothing. She could not get over how
generous everyone had been including people who didn’t even know her. Layla recalled
quickly going through the clothing to find something to change into so she wouldn’t
have to wear the same clothing an additional day. Layla was very thin and some of the
clothing listed in her size, was too big for her. During the next few days she went
through all the clothing and school staff returned items with tags that did not fit her or
were not something she would wear. She was given gift cards with the returned amount
so she could purchase what she wanted. Layla descibed that event as the first time in her
life that she felt that she fit in.
Resilience
Undoubtably, there are a host of circumstances that place homeless children at a
greater risk for poor outcomes. Fortunately, many of these children are able to rebuild
their lives as expressed by their desire to control their destiny and feel hopeful about the
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future. Positive relationships with parents, teachers and peers provide them with support
necessary to work through their emotions and cope with life’s challenges. Many of the
participants viewed their life circumstances as an opportunity to cultivate hope and
motivate themselves to achieve positive future outcomes. In spite of their experiences of
homelessness, participants understood the power of hope and the belief to always keep
trying and never lose hope or give up.
Resilience was the final overarching theme that emerged from the in-depth
interviews. Sub-themes were further delineated as (a) motivation and (b) rebuilding.
Motivation
A common refrain amongst participants was the desire to peform well in school.
Although several of the students in this study had Individual Education Programs they
expressed a desire to work hard to meet grade level academic and behavioral expections.
All participants spoke of the importance of completing high school and continuing on to
college- a goal they hoped to achieve. Despite their young age and given that college is
many years in the future for most of the participants, it was encouraging that these
students thought about college and were motivated to a follow a path toward higher
education. As stated by Elizabeth, “It’s never too early to start dreaming big and to
learning about the paths to achieve those dreams.” Although some may think the odds
are stacked against these children and although there was no guarantee that they would
graduate or even attend college, the idea that they are excited about the notion of college
gave them something to look forward. It also provided them with the opportunity to set
high personal academic expectations and goals for their future. As a result, the idea of
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college became part of their life. The first step to achieving success is to focus on a goal
which these children clearly expressed in their individual interviews.
Each child decribed their future ambitions; some had a more general idea and
others were more specific. For example, Elizabeth spoke in length about her love of
school, schoolwork and homework were her priority. Elizabeth described her specific
homework routine and the importance of being organized. Her strategy incorporated
folders and specific locations where her homework was left for her mother’s nightly
signature. Elizabeth described her organization style as a process to prepare her for
college life. Although they had only been living in the apartment a week, Elizabeth had
her routine set-up and expressed pride in being organized and making sure her homework
was always done. In her bedroom was a blue wooden desk made by her mother where
she liked to work on her homework. Elizabeth talked about “pushing herself to get good
grades” so she could one day study either Cosmetology or Law. Although she was not
certain of which path she would chose, she felt she was on the right track:
“My obsessive compulsive disorder is everything has to turn out like it’s suppose
to. Right now things are coming along the way I would like them to. We’re out
of the shelter and have our own apartment. Although I had to move schools I feel
like I’ve made a few friends. I like my teachers and I’m able to keep up with my
school work. I was worried that I’d fall behind when we moved. Since I don’t
share a room with either of my sisters I can close my door and read or study. It’s
good. I’m good. Things are finally good.”
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Her sister Terri spoke of her dream of becoming a marine biologist and to
achieve that dream she would “have to get good grades and be good in everything and
study as much as I can.” Her interest was sharks and she wanted to learn everything she
could:
“In order to be a marine biologist, I have to go through all the grades and college.
I’m willing to work hard and improve my grades because that’s what I want to be.
I won’t tell my sister this but I’m trying to be more organized like her, but not
completely like her. She’s crazy organized with folders and papers on the wall.
She does her homework, mom signs it and the she puts it in her backpack. I’m
also motivated to go to college because I want to buy a house for my mom and
make sure Suzie (younger half-sister) goes to school. I want a good job someday
so I’ll never have to live in a hotel or shelter again.”

Dennis’ motivation for going to college was his way of guaranteeing that he
would not end up incarcerated like his father:
“I’m motivated to do good in school because I want to have money someday and
not end up in jail like my dad. If I finish school and go onto college I can get a
good job. My goal for the future is to be more successful in my work. I want to
show pride in it and stay more focused. I want to go to college. My mom I don’t
think she went to college, but I’m not sure. The reason I don’t think she went to
college is because she doesn’t work. If you went to college wouldn’t you work?
It would be crazy not to cause you’d make money and buy what you want. I can’t
wait to make money and buy what I want. Don’t get me wrong I love my dad but
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I don’t want to go to jail. When people would ask me about my dad I’d say he
moved to another state. I want a better future so I need to go to college.”

As we talked Dennis’ wondered out loud why his father started doing drugs in the
first place. Dennis commented “drugs are no good, just get you in trouble and jail.”
Dennis was happy with his new found emotional success, which was driving his desire to
better academically. Dennis set expectations and made connections between his current
behavior and future goals, which included going to college and getting a good job.
Nicholas also talked about how well things were going in school. He was
encouraged by his new and improved ability to regulate his emotions. In contrast to
previous school years, students and teachers in school knew his name because of his
success on the basketball court and because he was popular; not because he was in
trouble. In turn he became more motivated to succeed academically:
“I want to continue doing good in school. I don’t want to go back to getting in
trouble and getting kicked out of school. Well I wasn’t kicked out but had to go
to another school. I think my parents aren’t together because of me…well I don’t
know but they were mad that I had to go to another school. I need to stay
motivated so that doesn’t happen again. I want to do well in school so I can help
other people someday.”

Nicholas further commented “now that I’m not causing problems my grades are
really good; I like that.” Nicholas felt successful once he was able to see and experience
positive outcomes. His brother, Lionel expressed his motivation to do well in school:
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“If I get good grades and can get a good job, I want to be a professional soccer
player. I want a nice house someday. I want to go to college someday. I want to
be a scientist if I can’t be a professional soccer player. I know I have to do good
in school. My mom and dad have problems finding jobs. I have to try harder so I
can go to college that’s what my parents tell me they want me to do. I want that
too. We can’t buy things other kids have because we don’t have money.”

Ariana was motivated by the image of glamour she sees on TV as depicted in her
statement “what motivates me is that I want to be a singer like Ariana Grande.”:
“She’s my favorite singer; she’s awesome! I want to go to college to study music
so I can be a famous singer like her. If I can’t be a singer then I want to be a
music teacher, I love music. So I need to keep doing everything right. I’m
getting better at reading cause you have to do a lot of reading in college.”

Ariana touched upon the notion that she acknowledged that it is impossible for
every person to reach the same level of fame as Ariana Grande. As a result, she needed a
backup plan which was pursuing her dream of becoming a teacher someday. At home
she ‘plays school’ and pretends she’s the teacher helping her students work on rounding
numbers. She had not quite decided whether she preferred to be a classroom teacher or a
music teacher, like her sister Maya:
“I’m really good at music notes. I want to go to college someday because my
uncle goes and he said college is fun. We helped him move in, it’s huge! He tells
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me all the time study hard so you can go to college like me. If I go to college I
can have money to buy anything I want.”

Layla was the oldest participant and was a sophomore in high school. She
described her school culture as an environment that emphasized the importance of higher
education. Her school hosted college fairs and encouraged students in all grade levels to
attend. Layla mentioned that her guidance counselor had already spoken to her about
ways she can obtain financial assistance. It was apparent that someone spoke to her
because she mentioned that if she were still homeless when she was a senior, her college
application fees would be waived. What follows is her description of what motivated her
to do well in school:
“My dream was to be a graphic designer. I like art, science and biology. I hate
math; I’m really bad at math. If I really want to do something I put my mind to it
and I do great. Now I’m interested in cosmetology, make-up, and hair, fashion
things so I want to open up a beauty salon and have my own business. I was
thinking of first like going to Business College to learn how to have your own
business. Business is really a good major for everything. I’m motivated to do
well because I want to choose what happens in my future and I want to have
money so I can help many people or change the world around. If I want to
accomplish my dreams then I have to go to college. There just is no other way.”

As indicated by their responses these students were motivated to attend college
which appeared directly related to the desire to improve their future financial situation
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and avoid the problems their parents faced. The key to success required the student’s
intrinsic motivation and actions be aligned with their dreams. According to researchers,
resilient individuals have a purpose that inspires them to focus and remain driven to
succeed. Teachers can support student motivation by focusing on student efforts, not just
on their abilities which enhances well-being. This includes praising them for their efforts
even when they are not successful and encouraging and pushing them to improve. The
ultimate goal is to motivate them to imagine the endless possibilities of a future filled
with hope.
Rebuilding
Participants voiced a desire to live in the present and begin rebuilding their life
for the future rather than dwelling on the past. They often recollected what their life was
like and where they wanted it to go, while at the same time acknowledged that life is
always changing. A number of participants expressed a sense of relief now that they
considered themselves in stable housing. The possibility of “putting down roots”
decreased their stress level and increased an internal sense of security. They discussed
and reflected on memories, events and circumstances that have brought them to where
they are now. Many echoed the sentiment that being homeless was a challenging
experience and now they must start the process of setting goals for the future. The
meaning of ‘rebuilding’ was unique to each participant. Elizabeth looked forward to
rebuilding her social life and living in the moment without being mandated to adhere to
imposed upon shelter rules.
In Elizabeth and Terri’s case, they felt freed from following strict shelter rules
which restricted them from having sleepovers or friends visit. The shelter had a strict
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sign in/out policy and guests were only permitted on the premises between certain hours
of the day. Prior to becoming homeless, they typically had sleepover birthday parties, but
were not able to do so at the shelter because the rules prohibited anyone other than
authorized family members from being in the shelter after 10 pm. Elizabeth and Terri
were also embarrassed to invite friends over because they were concerned that they
would be asked questions about not living in the town where they attended school.
Furthermore, they described unannounced apartment ‘check-ins’ by shelter staff, which
periodically involved staff knocking on the door of each units to make sure the family
was complying with shelter regulations. Other rules included beds made daily, no dirty
dishes in the sink, and trash emptied nightly. Staff also sporadically did check-ins in the
middle of the night to ensure that only authorized shelter occupants were sleeping in the
unit. Elizabeth and Terri discussed that staff knocked on the door, and if no one
answered they would use their key and let themselves into the unit:
“I hated that they had a key and could come in when they wanted. I know it’s
their job and no one bothered us except the one time they thought my mother had
a boyfriend sleeping over. I am so happy now that no one can come barging in on
us in the middle of the night.”

Elizabeth and Terri spoke about their improved emotional well-being and sense of
relief since moving out of the shelter. They were excited that their apartment in a
multifamily house was on the second floor. Their unit in the shelter was below another
unit and they found it difficult to sleep at night because of footsteps from above and
outside traffic. According to them the shelter was located on a heavily traveled road and
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the walls were ‘thin’ and they could hear noise in the adjacent apartments. They
described their current apartment as quiet and as a result they felt they were able to get a
good night’s sleep which improved their ability to concentrate in school. They looked
forward to new beginnings and expressed excitement for a brighter future.
Dennis’ rebuilding comes in the form of reconstructing the image he wants to
portray to his peers. This is the first school that he has attended for more than one year.
He had a difficult transition into the school and only lasted a few months before he was
placed in a class for students with behavioral problems. Dennis did not feel that the peers
in that class were good role models and acknowledged the same about himself. He
expressed embarrassment and hoped that his new peers in the inclusion classroom would
form a positive opinion of the “new” Dennis that would replace the negative memories.
Dennis was at an age where peer opinion was vitally important to him and school was his
main opportunity to interact with same age peers Although he is not aware of his status
as homeless/doubled up in district, he was cognizant that he does not have his own
private space at his grandparents’ house and as a result does not invite friends to his
home. Dennis realized his opportunity to connect and foster relationships with peers had
to take place in school. He described the important emotional and social support that
had, as of recent, helped him to navigate challenges more easily. Dennis was adamant
that the quickest way to be accepted by his peers is to make it on the “A- team” for
soccer. He realized that he set a high goal, considering he had not played soccer since
kindergarten, but he was willing to try his best. According to Dennis, his mother, signed
him up for indoor soccer and he did quite well:
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“I’m doing soccer now and the coach says I’m really good. I have to keep trying
because tryouts are at the end of the school year and I want to be on the A-team.
People look up to soccer players and I want people to look at me differently. I
was really bad when I moved here and I think that’s what people expect me to be
like until they get to know me. Some people don’t want to know me because I
used to get like really mad and break things. Last year I threw a chair and broke a
window. I don’t do that stuff anymore, well not that much.”

Dennis was confident that rebuilding his image would help him make even more
friends next year when he was in middle school. Nicholas and Lionel looked forward to
starting a new life in their grandmother’s house and escaping their uncle’s rules and
control. Although the two families maintained a close relationship, and would be moving
together, the boys were not accustomed to their uncle’s “strict rules”. According to
Nicholas, their uncle expected them to do well in school, help out at home and go to bed
early. The move would also allow them to reconnect with their grandmother and also
provide them the opportunity to finally unpack their personal items, which gave them a
sense of permanency. Lionel mentioned that his ‘things have been packed away for so
long he doesn’t even remember what he has”. Lionel described his grandmother’s house
as “huge with a lot of land to go outside and play”. He confided that he hoped his father
would someday, in the near future, move down south as well so that the family could be
reunited. Nicholas also echoed the same sentiments. He reasoned that his parents were
still married and therefore the possibility was real. He hoped his mother would find
steady employment and with the cost of living being less expensive that they could afford
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their own apartment in the near future. Joseph could not wait to move into his new
apartment. He said:
“I’m excited we are not living in the hotel anymore. They rushed us out and we
hardly had time to pack everything up. The Social Worker told us we had to
move everything out of our room. That was after telling us a different time that
she had found an apartment, which she didn’t, and when my mother would ask
her when are we moving she would say us soon. Then she said you can’t move
out yet and then all of a sudden the day before we were moving we were told we
had to be out the next day.”

Although he had only stayed one night in the new apartment he looked forward to
having his own bedroom. Joseph predicted that he would hear some noises in the new
place “such as running up the stairs and some screaming” but hoped his new home would
be a quieter environment. In his words: “There were a lot of people living at the hotel so
of course there was like a lot of noise, like all the time.” Joseph disliked being confined
to only one room in the hotel for long periods of time, especially in the summer. Joseph
also disliked that all meals were cooked in a microwave, he was looking forward to a
greater variety of choices for meals that would be cooked on the stove. Joseph expressed
interest in what life would be like at his new school. He was pleased that he knew at least
two people at the new school, which eased his anxiety. In his words, “my cousin, he’s in
first grade and I know a girl in third grade. When I go to middle school next year I’ll
know someone else.”
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Although Ariana and Maya have maintained a close parent-child relationship with
their mother while in DCF custody, they were excited about rebuilding and strengthening
parental involvement. Ariana looked forward to being able to tell her mother about daily
events as well as the opportunity to participate in afterschool events. Sometimes they
were unable to participate in the previous year because their grandparents did not reside
in town and it was too far for them commute. Therefore Ariana and Maya missed the
opportunity to attend Family Night, Math Night, and Literacy Night. In contrast, they
looked forward to attending these events this year and accompanied by their mother.
Ariana looked forward to her mother attending parent/teacher conferences instead of her
DCF worker. Most of all, Ariana looked forward to nightly discussions of school
activities at home. More than anything else, they just wanted to be able to talk with their
mother and share their thoughts and opinions.
Maya awaited shopping trips and having her mother style her hair before she went
off to school. She reminisced about looking forward to reestablishing their bed time
routine and knowing that her mother would be in the apartment when she woke up.
Although Maya was more reserved than her sister, her words were very insightful. Maya
voiced her wish, almost in a whisper, to rebuild her sense of security that she would never
be taken away from her mother again.
Layla’s wish was to rebuild her relationship with her family, explicitly with her
mother and sister. Although she communicated with her mother by phone, Layla felt the
bond between them had been broken and was uncertain if it could be repaired. In her
words “I feel abandoned. I didn’t want to come here and now I have no family that will
talk to me. Well my mother, she talks to me but it’s not the same and she’s so far away.”
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Her sentiments reflected emotional and geographical distance from loved ones. Layla
will return to her native county this summer to spend time with her mother as she has
every summer since arriving in the United States. One of her objectives was to explain to
her mother in person what occurred between her and her father. In Layla’s words, “I
think when I see my mother and she looks in my eyes she will know for sure that I am
telling what is real.” In Layla’s opinion, face to face communication is the first step to
rebuilding their relationship. She also felt the time spent with her mother would allow
her time to heal and rebuild her relationship. Although Layla knew her mother may not
believe her thoughts were grounded in fundamental optimism, she believed the odds were
in her favor.
Layla’s main objective in rebuilding her relationship with her sister was to resume
contact with her niece. She described her love of her niece as similar to a mother’s love
for her child. Layla described her sister and mother as having different temperaments.
She described her sister as very religious, closed-minded and dutiful to her husband.
Layla alluded to her brother-in-law’s influence with regard to how her sister thinks. In
her words, “I think my sister also listens to her husband and he thinks me speaking the
truth is shameful. In our country men make the rules.” However, she also described
herself as having a positive respectful relationship with her brother-in-law, prior to
everything happening with her father. Layla wondered out loud if part of shutting her off
from the family was a form of compliance with cultural norms. Regardless, she predicted
that the path to rebuilding a connection with her sister would not be an easy one, but one
she was willing to travel. Layla knew that in order to see her niece she would need to
start rebuilding her relationship with her sister, even if it was on a superficial level. She
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confided that deep down inside she hoped her sister, at some point in the future, would
change her mind and believe that she had been truthful about their father. Rebuilding her
life meant rebuilding her hope for the future.
Conclusion
Chapter 4 discussed in detail the results of the Resiliency Scales and interviews
pertaining to the research questions presented in this study. Each individual’s experience
and perception of homelessness was unique and presented from their perspective. Three
overarching themes were identified within the data which include: 1) Resources-internal,
relationships and school; 2) Vulnerability-internal and external; and 3) Resiliencemotivation and rebuilding. Chapter 5 will provide the discussion of the findings.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
This chapter is devoted to a discussion of the main findings in research, centered
on first-hand information from the viewpoint of children who experienced an event and
how the data is situated in the literature review in Chapter 2.
The overall purpose of this study was to identify and further understand key
personal factors that contribute to resilience from the unique perspective of homeless
children which is underrepresented in the current literature. The research was conducted
through resiliency scales and semi-structured face-to-face- interviews with nine homeless
school-age children. The information, from the students’ perspectives, reveal accounts of
resilience amid the challenges in their lives. This research clearly shows that although
each child had their own unique experiences and challenges, they all have desires to be
successful and have been able to achieve resilience in their own way. The purpose of this
chapter is to review the study and discuss the results as they relate to the research
questions and in relation to existing literature. This study was guided by two central
research questions:


How do homeless children perceive their strengths and vulnerabilities?



What are the educational implications of their perception of resilience?

Unique to this study was that it pursued emic understandings of the phenomena at
hand by speaking directly to children.
Research Question 1.
How do homeless children perceive their strengths and vulnerabilities?
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Perception of Strengths
Overall, the participants in this study described strengths in optimism, self‐
efficacy, adaptability, trust, support, tolerance, sensitivity, and recovery. Such a finding
is reflective of existing scholarship, including a study by Benzies & Mychasiuk (2009),
which identified key protective factors that contribute to resilience. Although Layla rated
herself as having low optimism on the resiliency scales, she verbalized optimism in
coping with difficult life circumstances in her interview. The interview provided Layla
the opportunity to further elaborate her thoughts and perspectives in her own words and
her desire to work on her weaknesses and make her strengths stronger. Overall, the
individuals in this study believed their problems were temporary and the result of a
situation that was not within their control; therefore, they did not blame themselves or
family members for their homelessness. In particular, participants emphasized that an
important internal strength was their tendency to regard the world as a positive place.
Participants spoke of a positive future perspective, expectations of success, and
persistence in the face of challenges, all of which enhanced their ability to plan,
anticipate, and strive for continued success. This finding is consistent with the literature
that identified optimism and self-efficacy as a key component of resilience (Masten et al,
2003; Herrman et al., 2011; Arastaman et al., 2013).
A second strength identified was the awareness that in order to attain academic
success, you must strive and consistently work at it; otherwise, success will not be
achieved. This finding is consistent with research by Rouse (2001), which demonstrated
that “positive motivational patterns are associated with resilient children. In particular,
he emphasized the importance of having a strong and firm purpose, and the belief that
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you have the ability to achieve your goal. Participant’s positive attitude provided them
with an opportunity for a new beginning and a desire to succeed academically in order to
achieve higher education and a good paying job so their future would be better than their
parents’.
Thirdly, a few participants described homelessness as a turning point in becoming
more positive and optimistic. Specifically, the experience sparked the desire to gain
control of their emotions and maintain optimism through the most trying circumstances.
Additionally, the students in this study realized they had to regard the world as a positive
place and that not all difficulties should be viewed as impassable barriers. For instance,
Nicholas and Dennis put tremendous effort in regulating their emotions and impulses in
order to overcome challenges. They acknowledged accountability for their behavior and
actions and were focused on improving their behavior. Their effort in maintaining
emotional stability resulted in positive outcomes. Both participants developed better
coping mechanisms and their determinations paid off. Peers and parents acknowledged
the improvements in their temperament, which motivated them to continue to make
further growth in regulating their emotions. Improvement in behavior increased their
classroom participation and strengthened their desire to attain academic achievement,
which is consistent with finding from research conducted by Mertensmeyer & Fine
(2000).
A fourth strength noted was the identification of how a strong support network
helped keep participants feeling optimistic. Consistent with concepts of resilience
outlined in the literature, resilience comes from supportive relationships with parents,
teachers and peers (Masten and Coatsworth, 1998; Bassuk et al., 2003; Werner, 2004).
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All of the participants had at least one adult in their life that found a way to connect with
them and helped them feel they belonged and were significant. Similarly, participants in
Werner’s forty year longitudinal study of resilience noted that “belonging is really the
most basic thing on which you need to build everything else.” In this study, all
participants were able to name at least one adult who cared about them and who was a
reliable and trustworthy confidant. Existing studies found that social supports from
multiple sources buffer the effects of adverse experiences for children (Masten and
Coatsworth, 1998; Luther et al., 2000; Bassuk et al., 1996). Participants in this study
sought comfort, solutions for problems, and support from trusted adults. All of these
children described the importance of supportive relationships with caring adults (such as
parents, teachers, and DCF caseworkers) and how these trusting connections were
essential building blocks for successful relationships. The findings in this study confirm
that strong relationships with a caring and involved teacher can mitigate the risk of
emotional and behavior problems of children who are homeless and exposed to domestic
violence. Close bonds helped participants feel healthier, happier, and more satisfied with
their lives because of teachers and school staff who recognized and responded to the
distresses their home life had on their learning and behavior.
These nine participants knew that their teachers were limited in their capacity to
solve issues related to their housing situation, but welcomed the support and validation
provided by teachers as they weathered challenges. Participants felt their relationships
were genuine and that they could openly discuss their worries and concerns. They were
comforted by knowing that there were individuals in their school environment that they
could trust and confide in. As a result, the participants developed an intrinsic desire to
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work harder. More specifically, relationships served as a source of support for advice
and influenced perseverance such as striving for goals. Henderson’s (2013) discussed
how caring adults in a school become potential agents of protective factors by
encouraging, reinforcing and providing opportunities that allow strengths to flourish.
Likewise, participants described peer support as a positive influence in their happiness.
Although their peers did not necessarily have similar life experiences, the friendships
allowed the participants to openly share experiences, feelings, and resolve conflicts with
a select number of trustworthy friends. These relationships were forged gradually
through trusting relationships that offered understanding and respect. With regard to the
parent-child relationship, this study found that for some of the participants, family
bonds were strengthened by the experience of homelessness. A few of the participants
described that their relationships with their parent grew closer during the period of
homelessness as a result of the shared experience and close proximity of their living
situation (e.g., shelter, homeless hotel, doubled-up). These participants reported
spending an increased amount of time together which fostered nurturing and responsive
relationships with their parent. Participants with close attachments to adults and positive
worldviews were usually able to regulate their emotions and develop solid foundation
necessary for coping adequately at school. Existing scholarship (Santa, 2005; Werner,
2004; William 2013) supports that all students have the ability to thrive in school and life,
if there is secure connection with at least one person who can aid in the development of a
students’ well-being.
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Perception of Vulnerabilities
Several of the children in this study had difficulty controlling their emotions. A
few of the boys demonstrated anger in the form of verbal and physical altercations
towards peers and staff. Prior difficulty with regulating emotions lead to a series of
problems in school which carried over to home. They described their typical actions as
reactive, which included poor impulse control and aggression towards others.
Furthermore, these children overreacted as a form of avoidance to perceived problems in
class. The literature (Buckner, 2001; Anooshian, 2005) describes a prerequisite for
achieving classroom competency as the ability to self-regulate attention, emotions, and
behavior. These children eventually made the decision that they needed to learn to
effectively manage their emotions and sought alternative, acceptable ways to express
their feelings. As they successfully managed their feelings they noticed a decrease in the
amount of conflicts and began to feel confident and more in control. They also found
that once they behaved in a manner similar to their peers, they gained more positive peer
friendships. As a result, they became more receptive to additional management strategies
and often talked over the situation with school staff. A few of the male participants
understood the need for continuous improvement to regulate their emotions to control
frustrations and potential angry outbursts.
A second identified vulnerability for a few of the female participants was their
tendency to internalize their feelings as a reaction to their life struggles. It did not appear
that feelings of sadness were long lasting once they were in stable housing. Layla
described the source of her greatest sadness as losing all connections to her family. She
struggled with sadness and loss but felt hopeful that the circumstances with her mother
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and sister would change at some point in the future. Variability was noted in emotional
recovery time. Some participants recovered more quickly while others took longer to
regain emotional composure. The literature (Eamon, 2001) suggests that recovering from
being upset and moderating emotional reactivity are necessary for personal resiliency.
Regardless of how the participants showed their anger and aggression, they could benefit
from support to overcome their social and emotional problems and to learn how to adapt
to both the academic and social expectations of school. By learning to do so, they are
likely to develop a stronger foundation for future relationships across their lifespan.
A third vulnerability was participant’s knowledge of their own family financial
instability. Consistent with literature (Bratt, 2002, Buckner, 2008; Chappel et. al, 2014),
housing is the foundation of family life and homelessness is a stressor that can have longterm negative effects. Participants in this study were keenly aware of the limited or
nonexistent financial resources available to their parents, as a result, purchases were
primarily limited to necessities not wants. Most of the parents struggled to meet every
day necessities such as personal care items, food and transportation and other necessities
such as clothing or school supplies. For some of these families, financial support came
from state-funded agencies and were supplemented by other family members. Even
when stably housed, the thought of becoming homeless again was never far from their
thoughts as participants struggled with stress because of poverty. These children worried
about their parent’s lack of employment, the everyday strains of poverty, and the
unknown of what tomorrow might bring. These lingering thoughts, at times, preoccupied
them. Consistent with the literature (Gutman et al, 2003), residential instability has the
potential to hinder homeless children’s education and can disrupt long-lasting
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friendships. They acclimated to living their life one day at a time. Children in this study
who experienced numerous school moves, indicated that they are unable to build
friendships that span across the years and often don’t have the opportunity to say
goodbye to the friendships they established. Homelessness compromised the
participants’ ability to concentrate in the classroom. Learning to read, write, take part in
a discussion, and solve mathematical problems requires attention, organization,
comprehension, memory, the ability to produce work, engagement in learning, and trust.
Homelessness, extreme poverty, and uncertainty of what the immediate and long-term
future holds preoccupied their mind and thoughts which caused distraction and lack of
focus in the classroom.
Lastly, parents’ unemployment, limited education, poverty, and domestic violence
were identified as weaknesses that significantly impacted participants. In Nicholas and
Lionel’s circumstance, their parents’ unemployment also resulted in marital difficulties,
including their separation. These brothers were hopeful that the move would provide
their mother with increased employment opportunities. The new location had lower
housing costs and created hope to save enough money so they would not have to remain
doubled-up with family members. The literature (Sandstorm & Huerta, 2013) has
demonstrated that residential moves can be very stressful for children across different
ages. Moves are hard but very frequent moves are harder still, with the additional stress
of poverty and home environment. These brothers realize the move will create additional
stresses such as lack of accessibility to their father as a result of living in two different
states. Similarly, Ariana and Maya were aware that their mother’s minimal wage
employment was barely enough to pay rent and bills.
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Layla was the only participant whose family financial status was unknown.
Layla’s instability came from the uncertainty of her future living circumstances based on
family members turning their backs on her. Layla was betrayed by her father, a person
who was supposed to protect her from harm. Her disclosure put a tremendous strain on
relationships within the family. Family members have chosen not to believe Layla and
have echoed that her father would not do such a thing and have taken his side. Her sister
insinuated that Layla distorted something innocent, fatherly affection and that she was
responsible for trying to gain attention to invoke sympathy. Given these circumstances,
her ability to trust and rely on her parents and sister has been shattered. Layla is
receiving help from a mental health practitioner to help her cope with what has happened.
Dealing with her unsupportive family has been frustrating and extremely heartbreaking
for Layla. As a result she is left contemplating the uncertainty of her future. For the
moment, she is happy living with Sarah’s family, but wonders about the longevity of the
stay. Layla for the moment is choosing to leave the door open for potential healing and a
future relationships with her mother and sister once their trust, in her, is restored. In the
meantime, she is trying to create a positive life for yourself.
Research Question 2.
What are the educational implications of their perception of resilience?
All of the participants in this study were motivated and focused on working to
successfully achieve an informal goal. Their goals gave them something to strive for in
school, at home or in the community. Some of the participants chose an academic goal,
while others chose more personal goals (e.g. spending more time with friends and or
family) that made sense to them and were appropriate to their specific situations. Some
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goals were short-term (e.g. completing a homework assignment, passing a test) and
others were long-term (e.g. grades on report cards or pursuing a certain career).
Examples of academic goals included improving reading and comprehension levels,
engagement in learning, homework completion and completing class assignments on
time. Elizabeth’s short-term goal was to improve her grades in science and her long-term
goal was to go to college. Similarly, Terri, Joseph, Lionel, and Ariana wanted to improve
their reading scores and Maya wanted to advance her math skills. Dennis and Nicholas
were focused on controlling their tempers and developing their athletic capabilities.
Layla had decided that her short-term goal was to be cordial to her sister so that she can
visit her niece. Her long-term goal was to regain the love and support of her sister and
mother. Participants were determined to work on their goals for an extended period of
time and only time will tell if their goals are attainable and/or realistic. Guidance and
support from trusted adults motivated them to work towards their long-term success.
Working toward their goals boosted their confidence and motivated them to stay on
course. Literature (Doll et al, 2011) suggests that “infusing supports into children’s daily
school routines increases the likelihood that children will thrive and succeed in school”.
This applies not only to children who are homeless, but also to children with mental
health needs, and children who are physically or emotionally abused or neglected.
The stark reality of homelessness made these children realize that without a high
school diploma, other educational and professional opportunities would not be available
to them. Many parents were unemployed and had few job prospects because of their own
inadequate scholastic accomplishment. A high school diploma would lead to a greater
advantage in finding employment, compared to individuals without a high school
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diploma, and it would also provide greater probability of having stable housing (The
National Coalition for the Homeless, 2009). Participants spoke very clearly of their goal
of attaining higher education to ensure that the past (homelessness) would not reoccur.
Lastly, this study elucidates how students’ perception of resilience has the
potential to empower them in cooperative decision making with regard to support needed
within the school and classroom in order to be successful students. These findings link
with previous research that contends that schools can be powerful supports for homeless
students depending on the ways they provide and increase accessibility to academic
opportunities for all students (Masten et al, 2006; Obradovic et al, 2009; Doll et.al, 2011).
The students in this study described the school setting as a positive academic
support. Specifically, this study described students' perceptions about their own abilities
and how that played into their level of interest in learning. The participants’ attitudes
about their competences and their interpretations of success and failure impacted their
enthusiasm to involve themselves in learning. These findings correlate with previous
research indicating schools can be a powerful support in the process of identifying and
nurturing student strengths and helping them extend those strengths. Furthermore,
research indicates that students who experience social-emotional well-being
demonstrated improved academic attitude, school performance and school behavior
(Zins, Weissberg, Wang & Walberg 2004).
Conclusion
In chapter 5, I provided an overview of all participants’ strengths, vulnerabilities
and resilience in setting that can elicit high levels of stress. Significant findings are also
provided in terms of children’s desire to grow and learn in order effect their future
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outcome when they are out of school. Chapter 6, the final chapter will provide a
summary of the study, limitations, and recommendations for educators and implications’
for future research.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSION AND FUTURE WORK
This final chapter provides an overview of the study, including statement of the
problem and methods involved and suggestions for direction for future studies.
Summary of the Study
There is a historically high number of homeless children in the United States,
based on the most recent U.S. Department of Education count of homeless children in
public schools and on the 2013 U.S. Census data. There was an 8% increase nationally in
the number of children experiencing homelessness from 2012-2013. In the United States
1 in 30 children are homeless. This stressful life circumstance can have a tremendous
negative impact on a child’s experience in school (Sandstrom and Huerta, 2013). The
literature suggests that children who are homeless differ enormously in their current and
past experiences. Additionally, a deep-rooted body of research finds that children living
in poverty have a higher risk of developing a variety of social, emotional, and behavioral
problems (Armstrong, 2009, Eamon, 2001).
Although poverty and domestic violence are principal causes of family
homelessness, each child’s life circumstances vary greatly; subsequently children’s
capabilities and outcomes may also vary significantly (National Center for Family
Homelessness, 2011). The literature documents that some children fare better if they
have important protective factors in their lives, such as locus of control, emotional
regulation, self-efficacy and a strong support system. (Rafferty, 1997, Bassuk, 1997,
Buckner, 2008 and Obradovic, 2009). Schools provide a secure and stable environment
that encourages academic and emotional growth and a sense of community that
strengthen resilience. The role of education in the life of a homeless child is crucial.
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Schools can have an enormous influence in supporting and strengthening protective
factors in children based by building strengths rather than focusing exclusively on risks
and deficits.
In this manner, this study sought to fill the gap in the research which has relied
heavily on the perspective of parents or educators working with homeless children. The
assumption of this study was that a better understanding of personal and contextual
variables would provide relevant information regarding homeless children’s unique
strengths and capabilities and draw attention to the potentials to develop and sustain
positive behaviors and school performance in the face of challenging conditions.
This study was conducted in a suburban town and the sample consisted of nine
students identified as homeless as established by criteria of McKinney Vento Act: This
includes children and youth who are awaiting foster care placement, doubled-up, living in
hotels, and congregate shelters. This study carried out preliminary exploration of
homeless children and youth’s view of personal attributes that are necessary for resilience
and ways in which service providers can best support resilience. This research is
intended to amplify the voice and perspective of homeless children and youth in the
school context and in issues related to their education to better promote academic
achievement and emotional well-being.
Data were obtained by completion of the Resiliency Scales for Children and
Adolescent-A Profile of Personal Strengths (Prince-Embury, 2007), and semi-structured
interviews. This study was guided by the theoretical framework of Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory and the concept of resilience.
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Limitations
Although this research has reached its intention and yields significant
contribution, there were some unavoidable limitations. First, due to several
circumstances this research study was conducted with only a relatively small number of
participants. A larger sample pool could have potentially allowed for a finer-grained
analysis to generate added understanding of how homeless children perceive their
personal resilience. Attempts to gain entry into several site locations with a significantly
larger sample pool were denied. Struggles gaining access to sites were the result of the
organizations’ (shelter and homeless hotels) pending lawsuit and skepticism about what
might be revealed or uncovered, given the considerable amount of time that would be
spent collecting data. In comparison to the site location of this study, one of the denied
locations, a homeless hotel, housed over one hundred families. This site location, on the
other hand, had a small number of families identified in the district as homeless but was
more intimately connected with schooling. An additional reason that the sample size was
small was the age range of the resiliency scales. The resiliency scales were developed
and normed for use with children between the ages of 9 through 18 years old and were
designed at a third grade reading level. Therefore, children under the age of 9 years old
could not participate because they could not use the same instrument.
A second limitation of the study is that resiliency scales are self-reported data and
can rarely be independently verified because they reflect the experience through the lens
of the individual. Resiliency scales also limit respondents to particular response
categories, thereby limiting the range of responses. Responses on the resilience scales
were limited to never, rarely, sometimes, often, or always. Therefore, a multi-method
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format was used, which included an interview, to provide a broader viewpoint and
comparison of the role of a child’s perception of resilience. Despite the shortcoming of
the resilience scales, Prince-Embury (2007) suggested that an advantage of the scales was
that items asked relate to typical everyday functioning and as a result it was not readily
apparent to a child how to provide a false response.
A third limitation pertained to the process of obtaining approval from the
University Institutional Review Board (IRB) due to the sensitivity of conducting research
with homeless children, which are considered a vulnerable subject group, additional
safeguards were needed in order to obtain authorization. The approval process required
heightened attention to ensure the rights of the children were protected and the risk of
harm was minimal. Interview questions were reviewed and revised several times.
Furthermore, questions were restricted in scope and depth, and interview and resiliency
scales were required to be completed in one session lasting no more than one hour.
Permission to conduct lengthier interviews or over multiple days could have enabled the
researcher to build a relationship with the participant and conduct follow-up interviews to
ask additional probing questions.
Lastly, although the length of homelessness for this sample varied the participants
had been attending school in the same district for a minimum of 15 months to four years.
In contrast, many homeless children transfer schools multiple times in a year. There is
also great variability in length of homelessness and context of living conditions from
place to place for homeless children, therefore; findings may not generalize to other
children who have experienced homelessness. Furthermore, the concept of resilience is
the subjective experience of the individual and vary over time. As noted by Masen
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(2011), chronic and varying circumstances of homelessness may take a greater toll on
children. Also, as noted in the summary of the state research (National Center for
Homeless Education, 2012), studies on homeless children are very content specific.
Recommendations for Educators
1. It would be beneficial for pre-service and classroom teachers to enroll in a course
focused on poverty and homelessness or attend a professional development
workshop that focuses on the diverse needs of homeless children. When
educators learn more they are able to create more opportunities for students to
learn more and achieve. As previously mentioned, the topic of homelessness is
seldom discussed in graduate school and is not a priority for professional
development, in school districts, where the focus in on teachers’ instruction in
mathematics and language arts. This research suggests the importance that
educators are well versed in understanding the impact of poverty, violence and
homelessness in order to provide a safe and supportive school environment that
supports academic and social supports so that all learners can access the
curriculum. Although subject- mastery is important, educators must also
recognize the challenges and importance of connecting with children who live in
poverty. Educators must understand the need of each child in order to respond
appropriately to their subject- matter mastery.
2. It is reasonable to expect that a child’s teacher is informed of a student’s homeless
status, in order to monitor even subtle changes in their academic or social
emotional progress. However, it is often the case that teachers are unaware of a
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student’s homeless status unless the information is shared by the parent, or
student, or if they have become homeless during the current year.
3. Educators should have training in the key points of the McKinney-Vento
Homeless Assistance Act, which was designed to address issues homeless
students face in enrolling, attending and succeeding in school. Teachers and
parents are often unaware that each district has a liaison to assist staff and parents
in the school’s obligation to homeless students. Schools are also obligated to post
public notices of educational rights of homeless students so that parents are aware
of the laws to protect the educational rights of their children. Parents of
participants in this study only seemed to know that their children were entitled to
transportation to and from school. Many of the parents were unaware that there is
a homeless liaison, in district, to address their questions and concerns to resolve
issues.
4. It is essential that educators remember that school is often a place of comfort, and
stability for all children. For many children, especially those who move
frequently from place to place, school may be the best part of their day.
Educators must strive to ensure that all children are able to achieve the highest
potential despite whatever known or unknown circumstances they are or have
experienced. It is important to keep academic expectations high while keeping in
mind that these children might not be getting adequate nutrition or sleep. It is also
important to be aware that families residing in shelters have restrictions on their
time, as was the case in this study. These restrictions apply to evening as well as
daytime hours. Remember that children in shelters may have less time and space
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for homework. Therefore providing flexibility and advanced notice in homework
or projects is important. Teachers need to keep in mind that homeless children
are at a disadvantage to many housed peers who have internet access for
homework assignments. School counselors should play a pivotal role in helping
homeless children with their social/emotional development. High mobility for a
homeless student can result in a sense of vulnerability in the school environment.
These feelings can have a significant impact on how individuals think, feel,
behave and relate to others, and handle future experiences. Counselors need to
listen, support, and help teach children effective coping mechanisms to regulate
emotions. Counselors should also be used in the capacity of working with staff to
increase their understanding and knowledge of the challenges and stresses faced
daily by homeless students. It is important to remember that a homeless child can
be stigmatized by peers. This can lead to isolation from peers so their
“homelessness” is not discovered. The sensitivity a teacher shows to a homeless
student makes a significant impact on how that child feels about going to school
each day.
Implications for Future Research
This study provides a starting point for further exploration into hearing children’s
first-hand accounts of living through the experience of homelessness and the sense of
empowerment that they can overcome challenges to build a better future. The viewpoint
of a child is important in promoting and reporting self-perceptions, in contrast to the
perceptions of others which is the typical methodology used in existing research.
Children’s views, in this research denote a rich, detailed, and valid source of data that has

148

been largely unexplored in research. Past inquiry has been obtained primarily from
teachers or parents. Children’s viewpoints are extremely essential, given the fact that
they most likely define the experience and view the circumstances differently than
secondary informants.
Although this study is very small in scale and exploratory in nature it is hoped
that results lay the groundwork for future, similarly structured inquiry, as well as deepen
professionals’ understanding of the scope of resilience in homeless students.
Furthermore, this study has practical significance for educators working with homeless
children as the methods employed present a possible way to assess strategies and
interventions that contribute to resilience. Resilience scales can be used as a universal
screening measure to incorporate and evaluate specific interventions. Further research is
needed to expand to a larger sample population which should include children who have
endured longer durations of homelessness.
These tentative findings further suggest the need to learn more from children’s
own experience in order to reveal and build upon strengths that otherwise might go
unnoticed. Future studies should consider the implementation of the Resilience Scales
for Children and Adolescents in schools as a screening measure to identify students with
strengths or limitations in personal resiliency as proposed by Prince Embury (2006). The
focus of this study was to identify personal qualities of resilience. A reasonable second
step could be the implementation and evaluation of a three-tiered school-wide resiliency
interventions. Prince-Embury (2007) described youth with significantly below-average
scores on the Resource Index might be identified through screening for preventive
interventions that increase personal resources. Scores and personal resiliency profiled
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would be translated into a simple decision tree which follows a three tiered response-tointervention model. According to Prince- Embury (2007), the Vulnerability Index is the
best first-line predictor to identify students for Tier 2 selected services in resiliency
promotion (Prince-Embury, 2007). Students with Emotional Reactivity Index scores in
the high range would be offered intervention to increase coping skills, relating to others
and foster emotional regulation. Tier 3 prevention would consist of identifying children
with Vulnerability Index requiring additional levels of support or services.
Ultimately, beyond increasing understanding of the topic is the implementation of
a strength-based approach that strives to appreciate and increase the skills and assets that
can affect homeless students’ lives in a positive way, in contrast to focusing on deficits
and problems. Hearing what factors homeless children contribute to their resilience
could lead to a more effective response to their need.
Conclusion
Homelessness is a widespread and growing problem for American families.
Although some participants were doubled-up while others lived in a hotel or were
awaiting-foster-placement these individuals share many of the same issues as other
homeless children. The concerns range from lack of privacy in their living space to not
knowing whether they will have to move again from where they are currently staying. In
conclusion, the stress and uncertainty associated with homelessness is a traumatic and
life-changing experience for children and their families. With their lives in constant
upheaval, schools can be the one place in the fragile lives of homeless families that foster
stability and support (Carpenter, Ramirez, & Severn, 2006). Research conducted by
Obradovic (2009), indicated that the relationships that children have with their peers and
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teachers, allow them to make conclusions about their self-worth. When this occurs they
begin to believe in themselves and their abilities to succeed. Creating an environment
where children feel safe and accepted is a step in creating relationships that foster
successful experiences for homeless children. In creating successful school experiences
for homeless children it is important that every member of the school community must
play a part (Stronge & Hudson, 1999). It is through this lens that schools can attend to
the unique needs of homeless families, realizing that academics will not occur before
basic, social, and emotional needs are met (Obradovic, 2009). Schools must anticipate
and recognize achievements and success for homeless children, fostering their individual
strengths and capabilities (Stronge & Hudson, 1999). Schools can make a difference
when the care about their students, maintain a caring and positive learning environment,
and hold high expectations for learning.
As Fantuzzo, Rouse and LeBouf (2009) pointed out, sampling this highly mobile
group is difficult. As is the risk families may perceive in reporting an event such as
domestic violence. As the researcher, I have learned that we must continue the important
mission of listening to the voice of children’s first-hand experience with homelessness.
More remains to be learned about their perspectives of homelessness in regard to their
experience, education and life choices.
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EPILOGUE
As I wrote my dissertation, the participants who generously allowed me the
opportunity to spend time with them were always at the forefront of my thoughts. I will
be forever grateful that they allowed me the opportunity to hear their voices and shared
their experiences.
Eighteen months later…………
Dennis continues to look at the big picture and has maintained control over his
emotional responses. He can still be found playing soccer, but has decided to wait until
high school before joining a team.
Ariana and Maya have been reunified with their mother and as of three months
ago the Department of Children and Families no longer has legal guardianship. They
attended open house and family night with their mother and were elated.
A teacher opened her heart and took Layla in as a foster child and is in the process
of guardianship and ultimately adopting her as her own. Layla is now a junior, in the
school district where her foster family resides and is doing well. She is taking interbaccalaureate courses and has a part-time job at a clothing store. She is looking at
colleges and wants to major in education. Layla has no contact with her biological
parents or her sister, nor has she seen her niece.
Attempts were made to contact Elizabeth, Terri, Joseph, Nicholas and Lionel were
unsuccessful.
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